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 Realist depictions of bad housing are pervasive in the canon of twentieth-century 
American literature. Insufficient abodes crisscross the literary map of the United States, 
appearing regularly in settings from New York to Los Angeles and from Alaska to 
Florida. This dissertation examines three case studies that themselves crisscross the map, 
and represent the diverse contexts of this common thematic concern. Anzia Yezierska 
writes of the deplorable housing in New York’s East Side tenements, Richard Wright 
tells of life in South Side Chicago’s kitchenettes, and N. Scott Momaday depicts dark and 
cold apartments in Los Angeles as well as emptying homes on the reservation. What is 
shared by all three writers is their use of realism to depict abject housing, their clear 
engagement with public discourses about living spaces, and the way their works expose 
the production of space by social, economic, and legislative factors. All three published 
works that were widely received by the reading public and thereby contributed to the 





 All three literary authors of this dissertation register a sense of space that is 
produced by power. Yezierska, Wright, and Momaday provide fictional, narrative modes 
of engagement that employ a particularly material-spatial register to depict spatial 
injustice. In order to read the production of space in these texts, I draw on the work of the 
theorists Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, and Edward Soja to help explain the wider 
circumstances causing disenfranchisement, exploitation, and disempowerment that all 
three authors investigate. What is at stake here is a more complete picture of social crisis. 
By illustrating how bad housing is a result of political, economic, and social powers 
rather than the result of an individual’s laziness or lack of character, Yezierska, Wright, 
and Momaday add another perspective to prominent social discourses about housing in 
the twentieth century. The literary houses they depict uncover a history of systematic 
inequality in which prevalent national attitudes led to policy that put lower-classes and 
minority populations in bad housing and consequently foreclosed their potential to 
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“Citizens of the right type cannot be made 
from children who sleep in dark, windowless 
rooms; in dwellings much overcrowded, where 
privacy is unknown, and water supply is 
inadequate; where filthy fly-infested privy vaults 
are shared by six or eight families; where lots are 
so overcrowded that there is no room for flowers, 
vegetables, or even a grass plot; and the children 
are forced on the street to play.”  





 In Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle, a 
young member of the protagonist’s family falls 
into a hypothermic sleep and is eaten alive by rats. 
The opening scene of Richard Wright’s Native Son pits the protagonist, Bigger Thomas, 
against a giant rat in the one-room tenement he shares with his mother and two siblings in 
Chicago. As soon as the lights are turned off for the night in Anzia Yezierska’s “The Fat 
of the Land,” the Hester Street tenement room is inundated by vermin that “came through 
the broken plaster and raced across the floor.”2 In his forward to The Autobiography of 
Malcolm X, Alex Haley recalls a vivid moment wherein Malcolm X “showed me a 
                                                          
1 Charles Roy Hebble and Frank Parker Goodwin, The Citizens Book (Stewart & Kidd 
company, 1916), 83, http://archive.org/details/citizensbook00goodgoog. 
2 Anzia Yezierska, Hungry Hearts (New York: Penguin Books, 1997), 135. 
Figure 1. Jacob Lawrence, The Great Migration 
Series, Panel 47: “As well as finding better 
conditions in the North, the migrants found very 
poor housing conditions in the North. They were 
forced into overcrowded and dilapidated 





newspaper clipping reporting where a Negro baby had been bitten by a rat. Malcolm X 
said, ‘Now, just read that, just think of that a minute. Suppose it was your child! Where’s 
that slumlord—on some beach in Miami!’”3 This trope of vermin infestation links these 
various instances to a larger phenomenon I examine in this dissertation, namely literary 
attention to bad housing: domestic spaces that provide insufficient care, shelter, and 
sustenance, which are surprisingly prevalent in twentieth-century American literature. 
Like the windowless rooms, inadequate water supply, and filthy fly-infested privies 
depicted in the epigraph, these rats are a materialization of unspoken political, economic, 
and racial injustices that are crystallized in the physical structures of these literary 
abodes. This dissertation investigates a cross section of this literary representation of bad 
housing by looking at how three writers in distinct US urban spaces examine the causes 
and effects of bad housing in the context of a rising national housing crisis, the federal 
government’s reluctant involvement in the crisis, 4 and the continued legacy of federal 
involvement in housing matters. 
 Realist depictions of bad housing are pervasive in the twentieth-century canon of 
American literature. Insufficient abodes crisscross the literary map of the United States, 
appearing regularly in settings from New York to Los Angeles and from Alaska to 
                                                          
3 Malcolm X and Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (London: Penguin 
Books, 2001), 22. 
4 This federal entry into the housing market included The Wagner Public Housing Act of 
1937, which attempted to address the crisis of overcrowding, housing shortage, and sub-
standard conditions throughout the country during the first part of the twentieth century; 
the American Housing Act of 1949, which sought to “clean up” the ghetto with urban 
renewal projects; and the 1956 Indian Relocation Act, which joined the federal 






Florida. This dissertation examines three case studies that themselves crisscross the map, 
and represent the diverse contexts of this common thematic concern. Anzia Yezierska 
writes of the deplorable housing in New York’s East Side tenements, Richard Wright 
tells of life in South Side Chicago’s kitchenettes, and N. Scott Momaday depicts dark and 
cold apartments in Los Angeles. What is shared by all three writers is their clear 
engagement with public discourses about living spaces, their use of realism to depict 
abject housing, the way their works expose the production of space by the workings of 
power, and their critique of America’s long-standing spatial ideal. All three published 
novels that were widely received by the reading public and thereby contributed to 
discourses about house and home in powerful and surprising ways.     
 
Housing Discourses   
Discourses about poor housing were pervasive in the United States during the first 
half of the twentieth century due to a housing crisis that grew to an extreme by the 
beginning of the century. From 1870 to 1910 the population of the United States 
increased from 38.5 million to 92 million; immigration from Europe was at its height; 
saturation of the West led Frederick Jackson Turner to deem the frontier closed; and the 
forces of incorporation, monopolization, and industrialization provoked many to migrate 
from town to city. In addition, instigated by labor shortages during the First World War 
and continuing in a steady stream of migration until the 1970s, an estimated six million 
African Americans left the rural South for urban centers primarily in the North, which 





the South. Similar economic promises compelled Native Americans to relocate to urban 
areas around mid-century. What resulted from all of this movement and population 
growth was a housing crisis where overcrowding and substandard conditions led to the 
formation and sedimentation of slums and other undesirable sections within the urban 
fabric.  
A common and persistent thread in public discourse about these disadvantaged 
areas of cities blamed inhabitants for the poor conditions in which they lived. This 
perspective charged depraved individuals or the “underserving poor” as the originary and 
root cause of slum life in cities.5 For example, in the late nineteenth century, the Chicago 
Herald argued that “it is not abject poverty which causes such nasty and cheap living; it 
is simply an imported habit from Southern Italy.”6 A distinction was made between the 
deserving and undeserving poor, and this “moral definition of poverty” contributed to the 
view of the slums as “the nexus of all civic evil.”7 That spaces are produced by social 
factors was a given in these discourses, which saw the poor as the constructors of their 
dismal spaces—spaces which then spread lawlessness and vice throughout the city. This 
social-cost argument held ground for years, and architectural historian Gwendolyn 
Wright cites some of the discourses influenced by this argument: In the widely-read 
                                                          
5 Robert B. Fairbanks, Making Better Citizens: Housing Reform and the Community 
Development Strategy in Cincinnati, 1890-1960 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1988), 109. 
6 Chicago Herald, July 17, 1887, quoted in Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream, 
Kindle (Pantheon, 2012), Chapter 7. 
7 John F. Bauman, Roger Biles, and Kristin M. Szylvian, eds., From Tenements to the 
Taylor Homes: In Search of an Urban Housing Policy in Twentieth-Century America, 1 





Civilization’s Inferno; or, Studies in the Social Cellar (1893), B. O. Flower calls 
tenements a “moral contagion,” and belied a communal panic about what the poor areas 
of the city would do to middle- and upper-class urban life. Josiah Strong’s popular Our 
Country, published in 1885, “vehemently attacked immigrants for having turned 
American cities into ‘tainted spots in the body-politic.’”8  
Reformers, active throughout the century, used this social-cost argument to gain 
support for their work, arguing that in addressing issues in the ghetto, they were 
protecting the health and safety of the public, and seeking to “mend the tattered social 
fabric of the urban community.”9 Urban historian Robert B. Fairbanks shows just how 
influenced many reformers were by this race-based cultural determinism theory that 
blamed immigrants and migrants “disproportionately for the labor unrest, growing crime, 
and political corruption associated with cities at this time.”10 Even Lawrence Veiller, a 
Progressive who may have done more for housing reform at the beginning of the century 
than any other individual, embraced public concern about what immigrants were doing to 
America’s cities:  
 Were this city within a city composed chiefly of native born citizens speaking the  
 same language, activated by a common patriotism, and brought up under the same  
 influences and surroundings, the consequences of this congested population  
 would be serious enough, but where it is in a city composed of people from  
 nations alien to our way of life in nearly every way, ignorant of our language, and  
 brought up under conditions social and political that are entirely foreign to the  
                                                          
8 Quoted in Wright, Building The Dream, Chapter 7. 
9 Bauman, Biles, and Szylvian, From Tenements to the Taylor Homes, 11. 
10 Robert B. Fairbanks, “From Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and 
Fall of the Frist National Housing Movement,” in From Tenements to the Taylor Homes: 
In Search of an Urban Housing Policy in Twentieth-Century America, ed. John F. 
Bauman, Roger Biles, and Kristin M. Szylvian (University Park, Pa: Penn State 





 ones under which they are now living, the results are fraught with the most  
 serious consequences for the community.11 
 
Veiller here employs concern about what the immigrant masses will do to the urban 
community in order to gain support for his efforts on housing reform.  
While this sentiment that the poor create and perpetuate their material conditions 
was common, another common argument embraced environmental determinism. In early 
twentieth century, Dr. Charles A. L. Reed captured the essence of the debate by asking, 
“Is degeneracy the cause of the hovel...or is the hovel a cause of degeneracy?” His 
answer: “Within certain limitations each may be considered as cause and each as 
effect.”12 In a similar view, E. R. L. Gould, a prominent housing reformer, expressed 
concern about the effect material spaces have on inhabitants, because he viewed only the 
“strong willed, intelligent people” capable of affecting an environment. On the other 
hand, “the weak-willed, the careless, and the unreflecting...are dominated by 
environment...for all but the exceptionally strong and virile, home environment 
determines the trend of life."13 For Gould, the living environment exerted great influence 
on the individual unless the individual was of exceptional will and intellect. 
                                                          
11 Lawrence Veiller, “The Housing Problem in American Cities,” Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science 26 (1905): 47–48., quoted in Fairbanks, “From 
Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and Fall of the First National 
Housing Movement,” 24–25. 
12 “First Round Table Report,” in Proceedings of the Third National Conference on 
Housing [1913] (Cambridge, Mass.: National Housing Association [NHA], 1914), 315, 
quoted in Fairbanks, “From Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and Fall 
of the First National Housing Movement,” 25. 
13 E. R. L. Gould, “The Housing Problem in Great Cities,” Quarterly Journal of 





Perhaps one of the more profound challenges to the narrative of the underserving 
poor, or the deplorable immigrant, came in 1890 with the publication of Jacob Riis’ How 
the Other Half Lives. His muckraking journalistic publication, while still tainted with 
racist, paternalist sentiment, portrays in photographs and written treatise the horrible 
living conditions of tenements in NYC and argues that the environment causes 
immorality, rather than vice versa. He claims that the crime, alcoholism, and other social 
ills are concentrated in these areas and are directly caused by poor living conditions. 
Focusing explicitly on space and place, with numerous photographs that made the ghetto 
visible, Riis highlights in a powerfully visual way the spatial injustice of the metropolis 
and argues a case for environmental determinism: “If it shall appear that the sufferings 
and the sins of the ‘other half,’ and the evil they breed, are but as a just punishment upon 
the community that gave it no other choice, it will be because that is truth,” he argues 
with Biblical tenor in his introduction.14 He cites official reports by reform movements 
that “characterized the younger criminals as victims of low social conditions of life and 
unhealthy, overcrowded lodgings, brought up in ‘an atmosphere of actual darkness, moral 
and physical.”15 Riis was, by no means, the first to espouse the environmental determinist 
argument, or in other words to put blame on the place rather than the person, but his 
lectures, which turned into a magazine article, and the next year a book, reached an 
exceptionally large audience for the time. How the Other Half Lives is also credited with 
                                                          
14 Jacob A Riis, How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1890), 3. 





an uptick in reform actions,16 and it makes visible a changing attitude about how place 
affects the person.  
Discourses of the era, then, debated whether inhabitants created the slums or the 
slums determined personality. What was generally agreed upon, however, was the 
detrimental effect these areas of the city had on the rest of the metropolis. Fairbanks 
found that “members of the city’s middle and upper classes [were] traumatized by the 
rapid growth and transformation of their cities,…gravely concerned about the apparent 
breakdown of order and community in the urban setting, [and] fearful that tenement 
districts destroyed family life and promoted an assortment of social, political, and 
medical pathologies.”17 The turn of the century, then, was a period of apprehensiveness 
about what these growing cities would do to the American character and how the teaming 
slums would forever affect life in urban America, and this concern persisted throughout 
the first half of the century.  
 
The History of America’s Housing Ideal 
This concern is, as scholars have shown, a natural outgrowth of an insistent 
narrative about housing that began with the first foreign settlers on American soil and 
continues to hold a prominent role in the nation’s cultural conception. Wright argues that 
“at any point in the past when Americans had to consider housing for a particular group, 
                                                          
16 David Leviatin, “Introduction: Framing the Poor: The Irresistibility of How the Other 
Half Lives,” in How the Other Half Lives, 2nd ed. (Boston, Mass: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 
2010), 1–50. 
17 Fairbanks, Making Better Citizens: Housing Reform and the Community Development 





they felt it was necessary to talk about much more than architecture. Discussions have 
involved hopes and fears about family stability, attitudes about community, and beliefs 
about social and economic equality. And these issues have influenced design.”18 In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the ideal for habitus was more communally 
oriented than individualistic. Early settlements, such as the Puritans’ “Citty upon a Hill”19 
and the Quakers’ “city of brotherly love”20 built houses in close proximity to one another, 
all surrounding a common meeting space. Individual plots for farming were at the outer 
circumference of the settlement.21 Urban historian Dolores Hayden found that “these 
settlers sought a balance between personal space and social space….While settlers 
usually tended separate fields at the edge of the settlements, they chose to live side by 
side. It would have been inconceivable to these first settlers to strive for the good life in 
America by building model houses rather than working for a model community.”22  
By the end of the eighteenth century, when the imperatives for survival were not 
felt so keenly and after the last vestiges of an aristocratic system had been overthrown, 
the egalitarian society moved to more individualistic ideals. According to historian John 
Bauman, “virtuous republicans, artisans, journeymen, and apprentices all assaulted the 
last vestiges of aristocratic privilege, especially the prerogatives of landownership.” In 
                                                          
18 Wright, Building the Dream, Introduction. 
19 John Winthrop, “A Modell of Christian Charity,” in The American Intellectual 
Tradition, 5th ed., vol. 1 (New York, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2006), 14. Spelling 
and capitalization in the original. 
20 The nickname given by Philadelphia’s founder, William Penn. 
21 Wright, Building the Dream, 2012. 
22 Dolores Hayden, Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing, Work and 





turn, he argues, “They proclaimed an American Lockean Commonwealth where all free 
white male citizens enjoyed an equal right to landed property. In such an egalitarian 
society, both property rights and personal independence arose from ownership of the 
product of one’s labor.”23 In his well-received Letters from an American Farmer, 
published in 1783, J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur gave voice to the propertied ideal: 
“The instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property, of exclusive right, of 
independence exalt my mind….This formerly rude soil has been converted by my father 
into a pleasant farm, and in return it has established all our rights; on it is founded our 
rank, our freedom, our power as citizens, our importance as inhabitants of such a 
district.”24 He goes further to argue that those who were servants, feudal servants, and of 
no account in the old world, come to America and by their industry can become men: 
“They receive ample rewards for their labors; these accumulated rewards procure them 
lands; those lands confer on them the title of freemen, and to that title every benefit is 
affixed which men can possibly require.”25  
It is in this setting, accompanied by the perception that America had abundant, 
unclaimed land available, that the Jeffersonian agrarian ideal of private property took 
hold in a way that further broke the tension posed by communal solidarity. According to 
Hayden, Thomas Jefferson was “the first mainstream American political theorist to 
attempt a schematic spatial representation of a national ideal of democracy” which put 
                                                          
23 Bauman, Biles, and Szylvian, From Tenements to the Taylor Homes, 4. 
24 J. Hector St John de Crèvecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer (Dover 
Publications, 2005), 13. 





the individual family, home, and fields on their own separate plot, thereby deserting the 
ideal of the model village. In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson argues that 
individual ownership and husbandry of a plot of land will produce the best citizens:  
We have an immensity of land courting the industry of the husbandman. Is it best 
then that all our citizens should be employed in its improvement, or that one half 
should be called off from that to exercise manufactures and handicraft arts for the 
other? Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had 
a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial 
and genuine virtue….The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of 
pure government, as sores do to the strength of the human body. It is the manners 
and spirit of a people which preserve a republic in vigor. A degeneracy in these is 
a canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws and constitution.”26  
 
Here he argues that a virtuous, republican populous is fostered by individual ownership 
of home and land, and he decries the negative effect on democracy caused by individuals 
living in close proximity to one another in the cities. Acting upon his theory, Jefferson 
produced the National Survey, which was a system of land allotment stretching westward 
in an expandable order of sections.27 Hayden says Jefferson’s “powerful theoretical 
statement of agrarian life became the framework for a national ideal of land 
ownership.”28 
Narratives about the moral formation of the house reached their apex in 
nineteenth century antebellum discourse. Jefferson’s claim that private property produced 
a virtuous populous was taken up by antebellum writers Catharine Beecher and Andrew 
Jackson Downing with their adherence to Horace Bushnell’s concept of “home 
                                                          
26 Thomas Jefferson, “Selection from Notes on the State of Virginia 1787,” in The 
American Intellectual Tradition, ed. David A. Hollinger and Capper, Fifth, vol. I 1630-
1865 (New York, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2006), 190. 
27 Wright, Building the Dream, Part 2. 





religion.”29 Bauman argues that “both images of the unfettered individual and the 
covenanted community were battered by the rapid economic, technological, and 
demographic changes that marked the United State’s rise to industrial maturity in the 
nineteenth century. By the 1830s, an increasingly large population of U.S. laborers had 
glumly traded the vision of the ‘Citee on a Hill’ for the reality of the tenement and the 
slum.”30 Now, the narrative that so defined American nationhood was coming up against 
a demographic and economic challenge, and as a result, a greater urgency in national 
definition was felt. In antebellum evangelicalism, a stress on morals and ethics led 
women to fight for equality in terms of their moral contribution to the republic.31 Middle-
class Americans, Bauman argues, “increasingly glorified the home as a locus of 
republican virtue…here children could be nurtured to Christian perfection.”32 
Beecher’s A Treatise on Domestic Economy for the use of Young Ladies at Home 
and at School (1842) argued for women’s equality in their important role of instilling 
virtue in children. She argues that it is the American woman’s “lofty and fortunate” 
                                                          
29 For discussion on the extended influence of Horace Bushnell’s Home Religion and 
Catharine Beecher, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Andrew Jackson Downing’s imperatives 
about the moral education of the domestic space see: Chandler; Jan Cohn, The Palace or 
the Poorhouse: The American House as a Cultural Symbol (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 1979); David P. Handlin, The American Home: Architecture and 
Society, 1815-1915 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979); Klimasmith; Adam Sweeting, Reading 
Houses and Building Books: Andrew Jackson Downing and the Architecture of Popular 
Antebellum Literature, 1835-1855 (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1996); 
and Gwendolyn Wright, Moralism and the Model Home: Domestic Architecture and 
Cultural Conflict in Chicago, 1873-1913 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980). 
30 Bauman, Biles, and Szylvian, From Tenements to the Taylor Homes, 4.  
31 Horace Bushnell, Christian Nurture (New York: Scribner, 1861). 





position to support “the democratic institutions of this Country”33 by building the moral 
character of her children at home. A Treatise emphasizes the way the material space 
influences spiritual character with chapters overwhelmingly focused on domestic 
homemaking and house construction. Her chapter “On the construction of the house” 
begins with a statement about the primacy of the material abode: “There is no point of 
domestic economy, which more seriously involves the health and daily comfort of 
American women, than the proper construction of houses.”34 Beecher’s The American 
Women’s Home (1869) reveals the persistent focus on the moral power of material living 
spaces more than 25 years later, evincing the longstanding primacy of the material abode 
in republican thought.35 Hayden says this was a continuation of the Jeffersonian ideal, but 
claimed for women: “Her suburban house was designed to put the American woman, 
newly described as a “minister of the home” and a “true professional,” in charge of a 
well-organized private domestic workplace in a democratic society where public life was 
run by men.”36  
Andrew Jackson Downing’s popular pattern books of country cottages and houses 
spoke similarly of the moral influence the house has on the inhabitant. His two well-
                                                          
33 Catharine Esther Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy : For the Use of Young 
Ladies at Home and at School (New York : Harper & Bros., 1856), 33–34, 
http://archive.org/details/treatiseondomest00beecrich. 
34 Beecher, 258. 
35 Catharine Esther Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, The American Woman’s Home, 
Or, Principles of Domestic Science : Being a Guide to the Formation and Maintenance of 
Economical, Healthful, Beautiful, and Christian Homes (New York : J.B. Ford and 
Company ; Boston : H.A. Brown & Co., 1869), 
http://archive.org/details/americanwomansho00beecrich. 





received books, Cottage Residences (1842) and The Architecture of Country Houses 
(1850), posited the moral value of the detached country home: “A good house…is a 
powerful means of civilization….So long as men are forced to dwell in log huts and 
follow a hunter’s life, we must not be surprised at lynch law and the use of the bowie 
knife. But, when smiling lawns and tasteful cottages begin to embellish a country, we 
know that order and culture are established.”37 Additionally, he posited that adornment, 
simple and carefully planned, caused man to evolve to a higher order. His essay “Moral 
Influence of Good Houses” (1848) argues that beautiful housing, not just mere shelter, 
leads to evolved humans:  
The ideal of their owners has risen above the platform of mere animal wants: that 
they perceive the intellectual superiority of a beautiful design over a meaningless 
and uncouth form; and that a house is to them no longer a comfortable shelter 
merely, but an expression of the intelligent life of man, in a state of society where 
the soul, the intellect, and the heart, are all awake, and all educated. There are, 
perhaps, few persons who have examined fully the effects of a general diffusion 
of good taste, of well being, and a love of order and proportion, upon the 
community at large. There are, no doubt, some who look upon fine houses as 
fostering the pride of the few, and the envy and discontent of the many; and--in 
some transatlantic countries, where wealth and its avenues are closed to all but a 
few--not without reason. But, in this country, where integrity and industry are 
almost always rewarded by more than the means of subsistence, we have firm 
faith in the moral effects of the fine arts. We believe in the bettering influence of 
beautiful cottages and country houses--in the improvement of human nature 
necessarily resulting to all classes, from the possession of lovely gardens and 
fruitful orchards.38  
 
                                                          
37 Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses: Including Designs for 
Cottages, and Farmhouses, and Villas, with Remarks on Interiors, Furniture, and the 
Best Modes of Warming and Ventilating (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), xix. 






The narrative of a national character developed through inhabitation of private 
property is a pervasive narrative to this day. Marilyn Chandler argues that “the issue of 
how to stake out territory, clear it, cultivate it, and build on it has been of major 
economic, political, and psychological consequence.”39 Betsy Klimasmith summarizes 
that “houses, commons, public buildings, parks, model tenements, and utopian plans for 
cities all drew on the idea that particular building designs could produce particular types 
of people.”40 Ideologically, this is a project in defining space and with it nationhood, and 
the most important space in this narrative is the house.41  
What is important about this history of America’s spatial ideal is that it always 
contained a contradiction. The spaces crucial for forming a democracy were never 
democratic. Scholars have pointed out that even within the early settler communities, 
when proximity to the center was compelled, there existed a tension between this 
necessary communalism and propertied individualism.42 For one thing, the size of an 
agricultural plot was often allotted based on the family’s wealth. Similarly, de 
Crevecoeur’s narrator celebrates a country where one is rewarded land by the product of 
one’s labors, yet his narrative belies the fact that he came into his own land by familial 
inheritance. Even Jefferson’s ideal of individual ownership was contradictory because, as 
Hayden points out, the majority of the initial sales of his National Survey “resulted in the 
                                                          
39 Marilyn R. Chandler, Dwelling in the Text: Houses in American Fiction (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991), 1. 
40 Betsy Klimasmith, At Home in the City: Urban Domesticity in American Literature 
and Culture, 1850-1930 (Durham: University of New Hampshire Press, 2005), 2. 
41 Duncan Faherty, Remodeling the Nation: The Architecture of American Identity, 1776-
1858 (Durham: University of New Hapshire Press, 2009). 





acquisition of large areas by speculators, not by small farmers.”43 Finally, just when 
Downing propounded the country house as a site for the modern family to restore “the 
moral values and psychic energy” affronted by the forces of capitalism, industrialization, 
and urbanization44--when the detached, country home was solidifying as an ideal that 
would persist--it was already a contradiction. According to Hayden, spatial and economic 
changes were making the ideal impossible for many in the country.45 By this time, the 
dream of universal homeownership was impossible as was evident particularly in urban 
areas. Klimasmith similarly finds that “for the majority of those who were living in or 
moving to U.S. cities in the nineteenth century, as well as for their fictional counterparts, 
urban housing did not resemble the detached, unique, single-family cottage that reform-
minded domestic architects idealized as ‘home.’”46 
Despite its history of contradictions, the American ideal of home ownership and 
influence continued to undergird discourses about housing well into the twentieth 
century, and it is these discourses that Yezierska, Wright, and Momaday engage. 
Importantly, these writers expose the contradictions inherent in the housing discourses of 
their time in order to expose the workings of power in the spaces they depict.  
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Space and Place in Literary Scholarship 
This dissertation is positioned within current literary scholarship concerned with 
space and place. Responding to the growing influence of spatial studies in the humanities 
and social sciences—what some call “the spatial turn”—literary critics have shown 
increasing interest in the material structures depicted in literature. As I have indicated 
above, my project narrows this lens to the spaces of the home. Early treatments of the 
material house in literature tended to rely on Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenological 
theorization of the relation between the physical structures of a house and the human 
psyche,47 Martin Heidegger’s ontology that dwelling is a first principle we understand 
only through language,48 or Carl Jung’s psychological theorization that the house is an 
archetypal symbol of the self.49 These studies draw analogies between literary abodes and 
the human psyche or investigate the ways literary structures act as archetypal symbols of 
the collective unconscious. For example, Ellen Frank’s Literary Architecture: Essays 
Toward a Tradition argues that descriptions and metaphors of physical or imagined 
buildings are “the externalized configurations of internal consciousness, descriptive of 
the quality and structure of minds,”50 and Bettina Knapp’s Archetype, Architecture, and 
the Writer relies on a claim that architectural archetypes—evinced in particular lines, 
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shapes, or depth perceptions—are identifiable in the collective unconscious of 
humanity.51 Chandler’s Dwelling in the Text: Houses in American Fiction accounts for 
how Poe, Hawthorne, James, Fitzgerald, and Faulkner represent their literary abodes as 
“a mask and symbol of the psyche and a reflection and source of identity.”52 What is 
problematic about these studies is their reliance on theories that assume that white 
middle-class experience can stand in for all experience worldwide. The authors I study do 
consider the effects of the physical space on the psyche, but they celebrate difference and 
challenge universalizing conceptions of the world, as more recent scholars have begun to 
do.53 
More recently scholars have turned their attention from these more abstract 
psychoanalytical or universalizing studies to the way literary houses represent cultural 
and social structures of their era, especially the way the effects of industry and commerce 
are felt through the experience of home. Adam Sweeting’s Reading Houses and Building 
Books: Andrew Jackson Downing and the Architecture of Popular Antebellum Literature, 
1835–1855 shows how writers emphasize mid-nineteenth-century cultural ideals of 
morality, spirituality, and refuge from consumer culture through their depiction of clean, 
countryside homes.54 Klimasmith’s At Home in the City: Urban Domesticity in American 
Literature and Culture, 1850–1930 examines urban novels of the late nineteenth and 
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early twentieth centuries to argue that literary representation of new domestic spaces, 
such as boarding houses and luxury apartments, show how domesticity and urban life 
began to be understood as permeable and interconnected, rather than figuring the home as 
detached and private.55 Other scholars investigate the effects of industry and commerce in 
literary abodes, such as Philippe Hamon’s Expositions, which relies on the theories of 
Walter Benjamin to show how literature, architecture, and the mingling of the two can be 
seen as frameworks that expose not only the workings of everyday life and social 
behavior, but also the effects of the market on daily life.56 I am similarly interested in 
how the experience of home is mediated by social, cultural, and economic factors, but I 
complicate the work of the scholars above by highlighting bad housing conditions, which 
have been absent from this field of study but which I argue cannot be neglected when 
considering the way literary houses represent the structures of social life.  
Most recently, consideration of social structures has taken on the weightier 
examination of power structures. As a result, current scholarship about literary domestic 
space is interested in the way literary houses expose and/or represent the effects of power 
structures, especially those experienced by women or LGBTQ people, postcolonial 
subjects, and racial minorities. Two recent anthologies charting cultural representations of 
domestic space—Smith and Croft’s Our House: The Representation of Domestic Space in 
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Modern Culture57 and Briganti and Mezei’s The Domestic Space Reader58—convey an 
awareness of the power relations of politics, economics, and social mores in the cultural 
image of home places. An obvious move in this regard is the treatment of gender in 
domestic space exemplified in Judith Fryer’s early investigation, Felicitous Space: The 
Imaginative Structures of Edith Wharton and Willa Cather. Through attention to the 
living abodes in Cather and Wharton, Fryer argues that the experience of place for many 
women after WWI is an experience of enclosure; however, she shows that women have 
subverted power relations in order to rewrite these spaces as locales of protection and 
empowerment.59 Analysis of fiction that deals with the house and post-colonial subjects 
tends to represent the conflicts inherent in post-colonial life. For example, Jini Kim 
Watson’s “A Room in the City: Women, Interiority, and Post-Colonial Korean Fiction” 
argues for the way colonial-influenced structures of private rooms alienate characters and 
materialize the conflict between tradition and globalized modernity.60 What is surprising 
is that very few of these later studies actually investigate the direct representation of poor 
material housing in literature. Instead, the field is still heavily invested in bourgeois 
domestic life, and it generally assumes that the bourgeois home can stand in for the 
defining experience of American life. Even those that do recognize the representation of 
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bad housing in literature have so far neglected the literature that complicates middle-class 
ideals.61  
Some studies do come close to critiquing this assumption, such as those of 
scholars who have begun to look at the way race has formed and affected both material 
structures and the affective experience of places. In “Haunted Houses, Sinking Ships,” 
Samira Kawash argues that the physical house in Beloved signifies contemporary prison 
boundary walls to “materialize and coincide with racial and radicalizing boundaries.” She 
reads 124 Bluestone Road as indicating “something fundamental about the structures of 
relation that engender slavery and its aftermath.”62 Valery Sweeney Prince’s Burnin’ 
Down the House: Home in African American Literature63 and Evelyn Jaffe Schreiber’s 
Race, Trauma, and Home in the Novels of Toni Morrison64 chart the failure of the 
material structures African American characters inhabit to be “home” in any reparative 
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sense of the word. William Gleeson’s Sites Unseen: Architecture, Race, and American 
Literature looks at literary structures to show how the built environment is always shaped 
by race.65 While these are insightful studies of literary abodes that are outside the middle-
class, white experience, they focus on the question of race to the near exclusion of other 
material factors such as economics and politics.  
This dissertation draws on the precedents set by Fryer, Prince, Schreiber, and 
Gleeson by employing a similar spatial hermeneutic to investigate how Yezierska, 
Wright, and Momaday dramatize the influence of power structures on the experience of 
home in their texts in ways scholarship on each author has not yet considered. Like the 
studies here, this fresh interpretation examines the materiality of power structures and the 
effects of physical spaces on characters and plot. I set myself apart from even these 
provocative studies of literary representations of houses, however, by engaging more 
fully in the economic, political, and historical context of bad houses in American 
literature. I investigate how these representations are part of their historical moment in 
order to show how the material settings emphasize the pernicious production of those 
spaces and the debilitating and insurmountable effects the spaces have on an individual’s 
ability to rise out of such conditions. In addition, by attending to the ubiquity of bad 
housing in the canon of American literature, and more specifically by highlighting how a 
representative cross-section of this literature registers the material reality of bad housing 
and presents alternate visions of material domestic ideals, my study challenges a common 
perception that the detached, private, country home overwhelmingly represents the 
                                                          





American experience of home in the way that most treatments of architecture and 
literature assume.66  
Yezierska, Wright, and Momaday stand out for how their well-received fiction, 
particularly Hungry Hearts, Native Son, and House Made of Dawn, join the national 
conversation by foregrounding the material home as a space of unjust social production. 
For example, what Native Son makes explicit is the awareness that the conditions in 
which the Thomases live are produced by social factors. These living conditions—and the 
high price tag the Thomases pay for such a dwelling (higher, we come to find, than white 
tenants of the same landlord pay for better conditions)—are traced to the landlord, Mr. 
Dalton, who, though an NAACP supporter and self-professed benefactor of the race, 
ultimately gives preference to imperatives of capital accumulation. Additionally, in 
Hungry Hearts a tenement tenant saves every last penny she can scrimp to finally paint 
her kitchen white in emulation of her wealthy employer. The whitewashed kitchen brings 
Hanneh Hayyeh great joy, but she missteps by showing it off to her landlord, who then 
raises her rent for the upgraded apartment. The final scene depicts Hanneh huddled on the 
sidewalk with “all their worldly belongings dumped there in the rain” after being evicted 
for failing to pay the higher rent.67  
House Made of Dawn similarly illuminates the production of home spaces in its 
focus on the effects of the Indian Relocation Act of 1956, which purported to address the 
poor living conditions on reservations. Donald Fixico cites numerous discourses about 
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Native Americans’ poor living conditions. For example, Commissioner of Indian Affairs 
Glenn Emmons argued that “poor land quality and the increasing Indian population 
necessitated such a program to alleviate crowding and poverty,”68 but the housing 
provided by the program was often little better than what was left behind. In many cases 
the federal act produced spaces unfit for human life. In House Made of Dawn, the house 
Abel and Benally share in Los Angeles is more comfortable than those most relocatees 
experienced but is still “always cold and kind of empty when it rains,” and Benally 
dreams of someday finding a place with a private bathroom.69 Such conditions caused 
many to question the political motivations of such an act. In short, the bad houses in 
which the above-mentioned characters live are a direct product of these social factors, 
and each writer takes part in uncovering the processes of spatial production.  
By illustrating how bad housing is a result of political and economic powers 
rather than the result of an individual’s laziness or lack of character, Yezierska, Wright, 
and Momaday challenge the persistent view that the lower and working classes do not 
deserve adequate living conditions. The literary houses they depict uncover a history of 
systemic inequality in which prevalent national attitudes led to policy that puts lower-
class people in bad housing and consequently forecloses their potential to partake in the 
supposed full possibilities of citizenship. More specifically, they emphasize the material 
houses in their settings to reveal the effects of the built environment on poverty and the 
role that capital played in neglecting some neighborhoods while others were built up with 
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the influx of wealth. Finally, through these spatialized critiques, these writers expose a 
contradiction at the heart of the American spatial ideal.  
 
Spatial Theory 
The work of Henri Lefebvre and later spatial theorists—Doreen Massey, Edward 
Soja, Neil Smith, and David Harvey in particular—provides the theoretical framework 
for this project’s conceptualization of the way space is socially produced. In 1974 
Lefebvre argued that “space is a (social) product,” in contrast to the common conception 
of space as a container or void in which action takes place.70 Since then, scholars have 
been theorizing the different ways in which space is produced by social relations, most 
powerfully by the impulses of the capitalist system. Smith and Massey argue that the 
contradictory imperatives of capital for both equalization and differentiation result in 
uneven development at both local and global scales. This theory of uneven development 
helps explain the differentiation of neighborhoods in the cities in which this dissertation’s 
texts are set, and it provides an explanation for the spatial differentiation that concerns all 
three of my authors. Providing focused explanations about the formation of urban spaces, 
Harvey’s comprehensive theories of land rent, residential differentiation, ghetto 
production, and the distribution of income in urban spaces help explain the production of 
urban spaces in early- to mid-twentieth-century America. I apply his geo-historical 
materialist lens in order to investigate the ways different writers conceive of home as a 
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produced space and to understand the context of how these spaces arose and were 
perpetuated.    
These theories are particularly useful for this project because they enable an 
investigation of literary settings that complicate standard literary treatment of place. 
Smith argues that analysis of place in literary criticism generally treats place 
symbolically:  
For those trained in social and especially literary theory . . . space intervenes 
largely as metaphor. It is not that material space ceases to exist in these 
discourses; rather its materiality is, for them, so unproblematic (absolute space) 
that it raises few if any worthwhile questions. The interesting questions emerge 
instead from a gamut of personal, psychological, social, and conceptual 
“spaces.”71  
 
This, he says, obscures the “richness of possibilities” that can occur when we grasp the 
“mutuality of material and metaphorical space.”72 One of the possibilities in grasping this 
mutuality, Smith argues, is exposing “the world of commodity production and exchange, 
the logic and strategies of accumulation, the oppressive rule of the state, the extension of 
transportation and communication networks” that describe and circumscribe “the 
landscape of everyday lives.”73 In short, he says literary scholars are missing valuable 
opportunities to ask questions about how material places affect everyday life and the 
implications of those effects.  
To spatial theorists such effects are the result of the relations of power located in 
space. Lefebvre argues that space should be seen as “a means of control, and hence of 
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domination, of power”74 and that an understanding of how relations of power are 
inscribed in what had been understood as the innocent spatiality of daily life can lead to a 
richer understanding of inequalities associated with those spaces. Soja calls for attention 
to injustice as it is located in space. He propounds “an interpretive human geography, a 
spatial hermeneutics . . . that can pull away the deceptive ideological veils that are today 
reifying and obscuring, in new and different ways, the restructured instrumentalities of 
class exploitation, gender and racial domination, cultural and personal disempowerment, 
and environmental degradation.”75 He says that an attention to the material spaces of the 
world can provide a more accurate understanding of certain social injustices.  
Massey gives an example of the clarifying project of such an endeavor in her 
book Space, Place, and Gender, which she begins by discussing the political discourse of 
the “inner-city problem” in late 1970s Britain. She tells how politicians quickly took up 
the narrative of blame addressed at inner-city residents, and as a result, she says, 
“it…became urgent to argue that events in the cities could not be so explained, that the 
cities really were in some sense victims, but victims of wider circumstances; that the 
fortunes of individual places cannot be explained by looking only within them.”76 As 
Massey argues and the above spatial theories explain, there are forces that produce a 
space and have some control over what that space is, what it looks like, what it does, how 
it is represented, and how it is perpetuated, devalued, or changed.   
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All three literary authors of this dissertation register a sense of space that is 
produced by power. Yezierska, Wright, and Momaday provide fictional, narrative modes 
of engagement that employ a particularly material-spatial register to depict spatial 
injustice and expose the workings of power. In order to read the production of space in 
these texts, I draw on the work of the theorists above to help explain the wider 
circumstances causing disenfranchisement, exploitation, and disempowerment that all 
three authors investigate.  
 
A Material Aesthetic for a Material Ideal  
Realism is the primary mode by which Yezierska, Wright, and Momaday engage 
in this spatial critique. While scholarship on all three writers has generally argued against 
realist categorization, I show how all three write pockets of realism into their texts to 
depict the material living conditions of their characters and thereby expose the social 
production of space. It is as though realism is the only aesthetic that can sufficiently tell 
the story of bad housing in texts that otherwise employ non-realist representational 
strategies. In this project, I chart what I call a realism of place, which draws attention to 
the production of space and raises questions about the persistent but problematic 
American spatial ideal. As I note above, realist depictions of bad housing are pervasive in 
twentieth-century American literature, and I theorize that this form is in part a response to 
the persistent ideal about the role of the material home and private property in American 
mythology. In other words, the material conception meets with a material critique by 





project that both exposes the production of space and that calls into question the viability 
of the myth of American housing. It talks back to the spatial ideal challenging the 
arguments about property as self-possession, as the basis of rights, and the foundation for 
moral citizenship.  
In the history he charts of American literary realism, Chris Vials finds several 
“underlying characteristics” that remain consistent throughout the mode’s evolution: “a 
focus on ‘ordinary’ individuals and their vernacular culture; a placement of these 
individuals in specific contemporary…sociohistorical contexts, ones that are not mere 
backdrops but influence the characters in some way; the use of a transparent, accessible 
form that does not call attention to signification; an impulse toward social intervention 
and ‘social significance’; a rejection of sentimentality; and individualized, complex 
characters.”77 Due to its embrace of non-elite characters, its attention to place, and its 
often explicit social project, I argue that realism is particularly suited for a critique of the 
American spatial ideal. 
While the realist project has always been a social one, the story of the common 
man hasn’t always been told by the common man. As Amy Kaplan argues, the rapid 
changes in the social fabric of the country due to industrialization and urbanization 
following the Civil War, and a growing middle-class who was concerned with these 
changes, created a welcome space for realism, which she says was used as “a strategy for 
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imagining and managing the threats of social change.”78 Kaplan argues that realism was a 
way of verbalizing the threat and controlling the narrative of this social change, and that 
the voices controlling these narratives were from the outside looking in. Vials argues that 
while “London, Dreiser, Norris, Howells, and Sinclair turned out novels, in some 
instances explicitly socialist in their politics, that were highly critical of the abuses of 
American capitalism,” they fell short of racial and ethnic politics.79   
During the Great Depression, however, when influenced by the Popular Front 
social movement, the masses took up realism for their own purposes and reclaimed the 
stories told about them. In his authoritative account of the cultural influence of this 
movement, Michael Denning says the Popular Front “emerged out of the crisis of 1929, 
and it remained the central popular democratic movement over the following three 
decades.” The influence of the Popular Front, was “magnified by….[a] modern cultural 
apparatus” that “not only found its audience among the ethnic working classes of the 
modern metropolis, but recruited its artists and intellectuals from those urban working 
classes.”80 This vibrant cultural force was known as the cultural front, and in New 
Masses, the central magazine of the cultural front, Michael Gold sought stories of the 
common man’s life as told by the common man: “We appeal to our readers: Do not be 
passive. Write. Your life in mine, mill and farm is of deathless significance in the history 
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of the world. Tell us about it in the same language you use in writing a letter. It may be 
literature—it often is.”81  
If “mill and farm were of deathless significance,” so too were the tenements, 
kitchenettes, and other insufficient abodes inhabited by the working class at this time. 
Space and place, then, were important components of this social project. For social 
realists, place was not merely a void in which actors lived out their lives; instead, it was a 
materialization of the social forces at work in society. For this reason, space and place 
grew in importance for the social critique. Vials argues that “cultural producers used 
realism to merge an aesthetic about the masses with a politics for the masses”82 Denning 
cites Wright’s American Hunger as a text that captured the “meaning” of proletarian 
literature that was a “sense of a vast audience sharing an anger at oppression and a dream 
of a new life.”83 Due to the influence of Georg Lukacs’ theories and those of Western 
Marxism more broadly, social realism in the United States was marked by its protest of 
the reality it depicted, and specifically of the way it sought to depict the social structures 
responsible for systemic inequality. Vials says that “Marx and Engels left a significant 
precedent for receiving realism as an oppositional mode by hailing it as the best artistic 
genre for revealing the totality of capitalist social relations.”84  
Certainly Lukacs’s denunciation of expressionism and modernism had significant 
influence on this movement. In “Realism in Balance,” he argues that the modern literary 
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schools, for all their artistic and interesting expression, can do no more than express 
immediacy of an individual in the context of social reality and thereby embody the most 
pernicious effects of the capitalist system, namely that “the relationship between the 
circulation of money and its agent, mercantile capital, involves the obliteration of all 
mediation and so represents the most extreme form of abstraction in the entire process of 
capitalist production.”85 In other words, by expressing only a surface moment, the 
expressionist or modernist obscures everything that brought about that moment or 
impression. This moment of abstraction is likened to the way the system of capital 
obscures its own process. The goal of the “major realist,” in contrast, “is to penetrate the 
laws governing objective reality and to uncover the deeper, hidden, mediated, not 
immediately perceptible network of relationships that go to make up society.”86 In 
Rethinking Social Realism, Stacy I. Morgan argues that Richard Wright’s “Blueprint for 
Negro Writing” is the clearest articulation of the social realist agenda, and in it he shows 
how “Marxism seemed to offer a method for ordering, or at least deciphering, the 
socioeconomic chaos of depression-era America.”87 These theories, combined with an 
emphasis on life as lived in the more impoverished places of America, contributed to the 
American realism’s evolution toward a more explicitly materialist critique. 
The impact of this evolution continued past the boundaries of the Popular Front. 
Vials says that while “American realism is usually associated with the late nineteenth 
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century within literary study…realism as an aesthetic language had more thoroughly 
saturated the U.S. Popular culture in the 1930s and 1940s.” This is evident by the “more 
common appearance of American realists on the bestseller lists, and more importantly the 
unprecedented diffusion of realism beyond the printed page into other arenas of U.S. 
Popular culture.” He credits mass market print technologies with realism’s ability to 
reach a vast audience at this time, and the audience was interested in the aesthetic thanks 
to the Popular Front: “The culture created by the Popular Front cultivated a predilection 
for realist-inspired literature, drama, film, and radio. Indeed, the ubiquity of realism in 
American culture by 1941 can be seen as a marker of the success of the Popular Front 
social movement.”88 In short, social realism became a dominant aesthetic mode of 
cultural production, and as scholars have shown, it had exceptional implications for the 
cultural production of the rest of the century. Gold claimed that the Popular Front was a 
“second American Renaissance,”89 Vials argues for a fuller understanding of the role of 
realism deep into the twentieth century, and Morgan shows how African Americans were 
still presenting an intensive political critique in works of social realist visual art and 
literature at the height of the cold war.”90 
The impact of realism and its continued use should be a better known story in our 
literary history. In his book that charts the nature of American fiction after 
Postmodernism, Robert Rebein discusses what he takes to be “the most significant 
developments in late-twentieth-century American literature—namely, the revitalization of 
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realism, the renewed importance of the concept of place, and the expansion of our 
traditional ideas of authorship to include those who in the past would have appeared in 
our literature only as characters, and stereotypes at that.”91 The late twentieth-century, as 
should be evident, is not the first time these significant developments occurred. Writers’ 
interest in realism seems to return with the need to address place and tell the story of the 
common man. I argue that a realism of place has been a vibrant part of American literary 
history throughout the twentieth century, and that its spatial project has regularly been 
taken up by writers whose experience contradicts the spatial mythology of the United 
States.  
Yezierska, Wright and Momaday foreground realist depictions of space and place 
to uncover the forces at work that produce and sediment bad housing and unjust places. 
The social imperatives of their realism influence, align with, and take from those 
imperatives of the social realists, thereby exposing unjust production of space, 
challenging common discourses about housing and inhabitants, and critiquing the 
pervasive narrative about house and home in the American story. 
I read their spatial preoccupation to emphasize how it cuts across diverse ethnic 
lines and remains an imperative concern in distinct urban areas throughout much of the 
twentieth-century. This attention to space highlights the influences of realist modes on the 
social imperatives of my writers, which helps explain the crucial moments of spatial 
realism in their novels. My reading of these moments is influenced by Philippe Hamon’s 
                                                          
91 Robert Rebein, Hicks, Tribes, & Dirty Realists: American Fiction after Postmodernism 





study on the intersections of architecture and literature in nineteenth-century France, in 
which he argues that there is a dialectical relationship between the two arts: architecture 
needs narrative to create and explain it, while literature relies on architecture to be a 
referent to the real and to raise questions about representation and realism. In its 
meaning-making project, literature can use architecture for its symbolic power, but in the 
act of describing a space or place, literature can rewrite or revise the stories and meanings 
that adhere to a place.92 My project investigates the revisioning work of my selected 
writers, who are active in adhering new meanings and stories to spaces, especially the 
tenement and the kitchenette, whose definitions had previously been written by more 
privileged actors in the national discussion. 
Each chapter examines a text’s spatial critique in the context of contemporaneous 
public discourses in political, sociological, and visual modes in order to show how these 
popular novels attempted to join the national discussion and give voice to the subjects of 
this discourse. Chapter one, “Without Soap and Water: Abject Homes and the Failure of 
Liberal Ideology in Anzia Yezierska’s Popular Fiction,” puts Yezierska’s fiction in 
conversation with Jacob Riis’ popular photography, sociological treatises by the early 
Chicago School, and prominent housing reformers to explain how Yezierska’s fiction 
sidesteps the environmental determinism debate raging about slum conditions, suggesting 
that the real question is not whether the environment creates degenerate people or 
degenerate people create slums, but how the material conditions of the ghetto are 
produced by the workings of capital and adherence to a long-held spatial ideal.   
                                                          





Chapter two, “Hated Space and Spatial Hate: Richard Wright’s Material 
Challenge,” discusses Wright’s Native Son (1940) and Twelve Million Black Voices 
(1941), examining the ways they depict in detail the urban living conditions inhabited by 
black migrants to the urban north, critique their pernicious effects, and reveal the factors 
that produce and perpetuate these spaces. In addition to calling attention to the socially 
constructed nature of space, the novel depicts Bigger as he begins to gain awareness 
about the material forces at work in his life.  
The final chapter, “Empty Home: N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn and 
the Costs of an Ideal,” examines the representation of abject urban homes and empty 
reservation spaces, both of which are a result of assimilation policies and white interest in 
Native American resources. Momaday’s novel (1969) tells the story of a young Keres 
man who tries to relocate to Los Angeles through the federal Indian Relocation Act of 
1956. Proponents of the act claimed it would secure better living conditions and 
employment opportunities by providing job training and entry into the American cash 
economy, but Momaday’s novel highlights the debilitating psychological effects of this 











     CHAPTER 1 
Without Soap and Water:  
Abject Homes and the Failure of Liberal Ideology in Anzia Yezierska’s Popular Fiction 
 
 In a stunning rags to riches story, Anzia Yezierska, who immigrated to America 
as a child, went from being an impoverished writer living on New York City’s East Side 
to being a well-known “Cinderella of the tenements” with money in her pocket. In her 
autobiography, first published in 1950, she opens with the day she receives a telegram 
from her agent, requesting that she “telephone immediately for an appointment to discuss 
the motion picture rights of ‘Hungry Hearts.’” She examines the room she inhabits in a 
boarding house on Hester Street, trying to find something she could pawn for the quarter 
needed to make the call: “The rickety cot didn’t belong to me. The rusty gas plate on the 
window sill? My typewriter? The trunk that was my table?”1 Her eyes finally rest on her 
mother’s shawl, which served both as a blanket and a cover for her cot, and she 
exchanges her one source of warmth for the money needed to telephone. 
 What is notable about this anecdote, published thirty-five years after her first 
story had reached a public audience, is that two primary themes remain the same in all 
her works: abject living conditions and the way material concerns dominate the 
consciousness of those living in abject poverty. These themes are replayed in every one 
of Yezierska’s stories, and she foregrounds the material home in a way no other novelist 
does. From her first story, “The Free Vacation House,” published in The Forum, 
                                                          






throughout the height of her output in the 1920s, and culminating in her autobiography 
after two slow decades, Yezierska’s attention to home spaces approaches the obsessive. 
She enjoyed popularity in the first decade of her published work at a time when New 
York City’s Lower East Side reached crisis levels of overcrowding and poor living 
conditions. Yezierska tells the story of this place and replays the squalor over and over 
again, examining it from every angle, and she questions the effects such spaces have on 
her characters. Her first published story depicts a mother of young children so 
overwhelmed with the daily domestic tasks of making a home in such abject conditions 
with small, narrow rooms, fire escapes full of bedding and garbage cans, and “high brick 
walls all around”2 that she “felt if I didn’t get away from here for a little while, I would 
land in a crazy house, or from the window jump down.”3  
Even in Arrogant Beggar, the last book of Yezierska’s productive era, these 
themes are as present as ever before. Walking home to Essex Street, the protagonist, 
Adele, “saw again the houses huddled together in neglect, like a poor, over-crowded 
family. On either side of the stoop, rubbish, bags bursting and overflowing, two alley cats 
pulling the dirt out on the sidewalk.” As she walks into her tenement, she notes “how 
poor it all was….the chairs were tied with ropes, the clutter of things on the bureau, the 
torn market bag with the spilling potatoes, bread and herring thrown on the bed. 
Everything was so smelly, so dingy.”4 Resembling the narrator’s resistance to the 
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claustrophobic setting in Yezierska’s first story published more than a decade before, 
Adele “crawled out on the fire escape, drawn to the little patch of gray which was all the 
sky I ever saw between the black hulks of the tenements.” And she asks, “How could the 
soul keep alive here—where every breath of beauty was blotted out with soot, drowned in 
noise…?”5 This realist attention to the material home is replicated in every story 
published between the two described here, each one attempting to convey the sordid 
existence of the ghetto lives she describes.  
Despite Yezierska’s persistent realism, scholars tend to treat her work as serious 
only when it fits into some other categorization. Delia Caparoso Konzett, for example, 
argues that Yezierska is not a realist representing life, but an active agent in an emerging 
ethnic avant-garde exploring questions of cultural identity in new and provocative ways.6 
Brooks Hefner argues that Yezierska’s representation of her characters’ speech is not 
realist representation but “vernacular modernism that foregrounds immigrant English as 
an aesthetic device.”7 Hefner has to reject Yezierska’s aesthetic as realist in order to 
claim that she avoids a “textual ghettoization of dialect characters.”8 Katherine Stubbs 
makes a compelling case for Yezierska’s adherence to the romantic formula and 
sentimentalism in many of her stories. Stubbs says Yezierska’s work was praised by her 
contemporaries for its realism but criticized for its sentimentality or “its failure to be 
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realistic.”9 Stubbs seeks to reclaim Yezierska’s sentimentalism not only for its adherence 
to the Yiddish artistic tradition that was popular in the Lower East Side during 
Yezierska’s youth, but also for the “intellectual and psychological accessibility of these 
novels,” which she contrasts with “the subtle messages [that] may have been lost” by 
what she calls “modernism’s abstraction and relativism, its tendency to evade real world 
political commitments.”10 If Stubbs is concerned with real world political commitments, 
it is curious that she would reject Yezierska’s realism, especially when Yezierska’s 
audience lauded her realist aesthetic. These are all compelling perspectives on 
Yezierska’s aesthetic, but I find the critical compulsion to distance Yezierska from her 
realism a problematic one. One must make room for Yezierska’s adherence to realism 
when it comes to depicting her characters’ material lives and to her own claims about the 
power of realism to convey certain truths.  
Yezierska’s obsessive attention to the material world of the Lower East Side 
suggest that this is not accidental realism. Instead, she employs what I call a spatial 
realism where moments of realistic depictions of space and place foreground the 
experience of material homes and the inherent inequality of space in order to expose the 
social production of these places. Yezierska’s focus on the social production of the ghetto 
challenges the prevailing reform discourses of the Progressive Age and depicts the failure 
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of bourgeois liberal ideology, arguing that these discourses and the social work that 
progressed from them also contributed to the unjust production of space.  
 
Yezierska’s Realism 
Yezierska’s own statements about her technique emphasize the value she places 
on realism and its truth-telling capacity. In “Mostly About Myself,” she tells of railing 
against her “incapacity” as a writer: “‘Anzia Yezierska, get out of your own way,’ I cry. 
‘You yourself are holding back your own light by wanting to seize the sun and stars in 
your clutching hand. Your grabbing greed for words has choked the life out of them. Tear 
up all those precious pages. Throw to the winds all your fine phrases, all your fancy 
language. You’re not clever enough to say things that make an effect. You can only be 
real, or nothing.’”11 Here she relays her inability to write more “literary” prose. Instead, 
realism is the only mode of representation she feels capable of using because by it she 
can describe life as she knows it. She expands upon this sentiment later in the essay, 
saying that though “literature” is beyond her reach, she can better depict the real lives of 
the poor than those who have not had such experience. She claims authority to tell the 
story: 
As a writer, the experience of forcing my way from the bottom’s bottom gave me 
the knowledge of the poor that no well-born writer could possibly have. I am 
thinking, for instance, of Victor Hugo and his immortal book, “Les Miserables.” 
It’s great literature, but it isn’t the dirt and the blood of the poor that I saw and 
that forced me to write. Or take the American, Jack London. When he wrote about 
tramps he roused the sense of reality in his readers, because he had been a tramp. 
But later, when he tried to make stories of the great unwashed of the cities—again 
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this was only literature. The clear realization that literature is beyond my reach, 
that I must either be real or nothing, enables me to accept my place as the cobbler 
who must stick to his last, and gives my work any merit it may have. I stand on 
solid ground when I write of the poor, the homeless, and the hungry.12  
 
The passion of Yezierska’s own life was to write, and she gave up family, companionship, 
and even financial security in order to do so.13 Importantly, she says, it was the abject 
material life of the poor that “forced” her to write and realism that could best tell the 
story. 
Yezierska’s writer-protagonists, similarly, settle on realism as the only style 
sufficient for their enterprise. In “My Own People” Sophie has come to the East Side to 
be among “her own people” so that she can tell the stories of their lives, and importantly, 
of the bleak material conditions holding them back from a “higher life.” As Sophie 
watches and listens to Hannah Breineh--“this ragged wreck of a woman”--talk about her 
“never-stopping fight with the grocer and the butcher and the landlord,” she makes a 
breakthrough in her writing: “Up till now I was only trying to write from my head. It 
wasn’t real—it wasn’t life. Hanneh Breineh is real. Hannah Breineh is life.”14 She tells us 
that “the crumb waste of Hanneh Breineh’s life lay open before her eyes like pictures in a 
book.”15 This character, a young writer trying to tell the story of her community, comes to 
claim realism as the most effective method for conveying the lives of those around her. In 
the same vein, the protagonist in “How I Found America” becomes disillusioned by “the 
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old dead literature” she is made to read once she finally gets the opportunity to pursue an 
education. She says, “we could learn more in the streets. It’s dirty and wrong, but it’s 
life.”16  
I argue that Yezierska demonstrates that what “we can learn” from these streets is 
a deeper understanding of both what these spaces do to their inhabitants as well as the 
forces responsible for their production. Yezierska’s need to depict the lives of her 
community helped to tell their story at a time when bad housing dominated public 
discourses, but the voices of tenement districts were not sought out for their perspective. 
Her need to depict these spaces and give voice to their inhabitants helped to expose the 
forces of spatial production that prohibited her hard-working characters from rising out of 
their abject tenements.  
This spatial focus came at the zenith of American urbanization. At this time, New 
York City’s Lower East Side became notorious for overcrowding. This was a space of 20 
square blocks east of Broadway and south of Houston Street, that by 1910, 1/2 million 
people called home. Even before the turn of the century, this space held more than 1000 
people per acre,17 so with increasing immigration, the demand for living spaces became 
even more urgent, and by 1900, more than two-thirds of New York City’s population 
lived in the 44,000 available tenements. These buildings were legally defined as “any 
building in which three or more families lived independently of one another and did their 
cooking on the premises,” and most of these buildings “suffered from a variety of defects 
                                                          
16 Yezierska, 175. 






including insufficient light and air, danger from fire, lack of separate water closet and 
washing facilities, overcrowding, and foul cellars and courts.”18  
Such structures were not new to the twentieth century. The first “railroad 
tenements” grew up in the 1850s and were larger and more crowded than the tenements 
built previously. Gwendolyn Wright describes the railroad tenement as “a ninety-foot-
long solid rectangular block that left only a narrow alley in the back. Of the twelve to 
sixteen rooms per floor, only those facing the street or the alley received direct light and 
air. There were no hallways, so people had to walk through every room to cross an 
apartment, and privacy proved difficult.” In terms of sanitation, she described the “open 
sewers outside, usually clogged and overflowing, a single privy at best in the backyard, 
garbage that went uncollected, and mud and dust in alleys and streets made these 
environments unpleasant and unsanitary.”19 Attention by muckrakers, reformers, and city 
planners in the second half of the nineteenth century sought to address these deplorable 
conditions, and in 1879, a competition for an alternative tenement design produced the 
dumbbell tenement. This competition by the New York magazine, Plumber and Sanitary 
Engineer, sought entries for a design that would “yield the highest economic return, 
while providing improved fireproofing, ventilation, and sanitation.” While the winning 
design by James E. Ware, Jr. was criticized as “unsound, unhealthy, and cruel,” it was 
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enthusiastically taken up by builders because it met the economic criteria of desirable 
returns. Wright notes that this design “quickly became the prevailing model for new 
tenement construction.”20   
According to Peter Hall, “the notorious dumbbell tenement allowed twenty-four 
families to be crowded on to a lot 25 feet wide and 100 feet deep, with ten out of 14 
rooms on each floor having access only to an almost lightless (and airless) light well.” 
There were only a few communal taps in these tenements and no fixed baths.21 This light 
well was an indentation twenty-eight inches wide and fifty to sixty feet long on the long 
side of the tenement building. Meant to provide light and air to all the rooms in the 
building, it rarely met that purpose. According to Wright, it often caused additional 
problems:  
Tenants on the upper floors often threw their garbage down into the shafts, where 
it was left to rot. This practice could be partially explained by the danger of 
maneuvering on the stairs, which were usually totally dark. Only the first-floor 
hallway received light from a small pane of glass in the front door. The first floor 
contained two small shops, with bedrooms behind them, and another apartment in 
the rear. On the other floors there were two 4-room apartments in front and two 3-
room apartments in the rear. Seven-by-eight  foot bedroom alcoves stood between 
the kitchen and a parlor bedroom. In the public hallway, opposite the stairs and 
venting on the air shaft, were one or two toilets and a sink.22  
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It was not uncommon to have more 
than one family sharing each tiny 
apartment. A 1908 census found 
that half of East Side families had 
three to four people sleeping in each 
room, and one-fourth of these 
families slept five or more per 
room.23 It was not unusual for ten or 
more people to share a single room, 
and all of this overcrowding was in 
an effort to make ends meet. Even 
still, crowing into these small 
tenements was often not enough to 
pay the bills. In just two juridical districts in 1891, 11,500 dispossess warrants were 
issued.24 
Yezierska’s persistent realism repetitively depicts the deplorable physical spaces 
and the effects those spaces have on her characters. These spaces are treacherous. Every 
time a character walks up a flight of stairs of a tenement, we get the sense that she could 
fall through at any moment. In Salome of the Tenements, Sonya’s safety is in question as 
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Figure 2. Airshaft of a dumbbell tenement, New York City, taken 





“rotten boards shook at each step of her climb up the rickety stairs.”25 Every staircase 
described in Yezierska’s oeuvre is crooked and rickety, and the halls are dark. In “My 
Own People” a young writer seeking a room to rent, follows an advertisement and has to 
“grope…her way to the rear hall” of the tenement where the boarder “led her through the 
dark hall into an airshaft room.”26  
The rooms are claustrophobic with no air or light. Most of Yezierska’s characters 
live in the notorious dumbbell tenement buildings, and Yezierska shows that the 
indentations were hardly improvements. The protagonist in “The Miracle” fights with 
“the deaf-and-dumb air in the air-shaft,”27 neighbors in “The Fat of the Land” try to pass 
a cook pot through “an airshaft so narrow that you could touch the next wall with your 
bare hands,”28 and Sophie, in “My Own People” tries to make peace with her airshaft 
room, where “a narrow window looked out into the bottom of a chimney-like pit, where 
lay the accumulated refuse from a score of crowded kitchens.”29 In Bread Givers, when 
Sara leaves her father’s home, she finds herself an airshaft room and decides that if she 
could fix it up a little, the room would suffice. But as soon as she starts to wash the 
window, she sticks her head out and is pelted by potato peelings from the neighbors 
upstairs. Several moments later someone shakes out a carpet, and someone else pours 
down a bucket-full of ash. In despair, she exclaims, “The deadening dirt! How could I 
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ever do anything in this airless gloom? If I open the window the dirt will be flying in. If I 
keep it closed, how can I breathe?”30 In Arrogant Beggar, Adele goes up to the roof of 
her tenement to get some air and finds “mounds of huddled humans…where families had 
come to sleep in the air.”31  This claustrophobic existence is regularly juxtaposed to the 
world of fresh air and light inhabited by those not in the depths of poverty. When Adele 
moves into the women’s home, she can’t believe her luck: “I thought of the dark hole in 
the wall at Mrs. Greenberg’s. In that whole block of tenements there wasn’t as much air 
as in this one room….This view is all yours. This sun, this sky, this life-giving air—
yours.”32  
 Yezierska emphasizes the darkness of these rooms as well. In “My Own People,” 
Sophie complains about the room she is about to rent: “No air and no light. Outside 
shines the sun and here it’s so dark.”33 In “How I Found America” the protagonist’s 
family begins to have doubts about America as soon as they step off the boat. Though 
they had left impoverished conditions in the old world, the lack of light and air in 
America comes as an affront. When the door is opened to their “dingy, airless flat” the 
mother cries in dismay, “Where’s the sunshine in America? She went to the window and 
looked out at the blank wall of the next house. “Gottuniu! Like in a grave so dark.”34 The 
protagonist quickly characterizes living spaces in the new country, “In America were 
rooms without sunlight, rooms to sleep in, to eat in, to cook in, but without sunshine.” 
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And she wonders, “could I be satisfied with just a place to sleep and eat in, and a door to 
shut people out—to take the place of sunlight? Or would I always need the sunlight to be 
happy?35 It becomes clear later in the story, that she does, indeed, need sunlight to be 
happy. After her stay in the hospital, she starts home, but “the terror of the dark rooms 
swept over me. “No—no—I can’t yet go back to the darkness and the stinking smells.”36 
In every home space, darkness is deadening.  
Yezierska emphasizes the inability of these shelters to provide warmth. Mrs. Pelz 
in “The Fat of the Land” goes to her newly-wealthy friend, Hanneh Breineh, to seek hire 
for her husband and complains of the cold. She tells her friend, “It is such a bitter frost 
outside; a pail of coal is so dear, and you got it so warm with steam heat. I had to pawn 
my feather bed to have enough for rent.”37 When Hanneh returns the visit, she finds her 
friend and her husband “crouched and shivering over their meager supper.”38 Sara, in 
Bread Givers had the task of rifling through ash cans in search of lumps of coal to warm 
her family’s space. “It’s only dirt to them. And it’s fire to us” she thinks trying to justify 
away the shame of the task.39 Later, when Sara leaves her father’s house, she struggles 
with the cold: “It was so cold that night that in every tenement people huddled into their 
beds early and put all their clothes over themselves to keep warm. So cold it was, that 
even the gas froze.”40 But Sara keeps studying after wrapping everything she had around 
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herself and, “buried in my thin bedclothes, I held on to my book. My feet were lumps of 
ice. How could I study? But I would, I must. I forced myself to keep to my lessons like 
one forcing himself awake when he’s falling asleep.”41 Mercifully, her mother shows up 
at her doorstep with a featherbed, and Sara thinks, “To-morrow, I’ll sit up in bed, warm, 
for once, and study my grammar.”42  
Because of these conditions, the concerns of each of Yezierska’s characters are 
deeply material. While most of her characters strive for a higher life, to be seen as 
individuals, to contribute more than just their hands, and to be treated as equals, their 
concerns are, at base, material. In Bread Givers, Mother gets swept up in the holiness of 
her husband as he recites a song from the Torah and is, for a moment, able to rise above 
the material concerns of her life. Sara tells us that for the moment, “Mother’s face lost all 
earthly worries. Forgotten were beds, mattresses, boarders, and dowries.”43 But within 
moments the landlord’s collector lady shows up demanding rent and returning Mother to 
her earthly worries. As this moment exemplifies, no rest in loftier thoughts is permitted 
those who live in Yezierska’s tenements, and her characters rail against this reality with 
bitterness. Adele, too, is frustrated by the dominance of material concerns: “Love? 
Another luxury denied to the poor. If you must have love and are poor—read about it in 
novels. Dream about it at night. By day, you have to buy bread and pay rent.”44 Adele 
momentarily forgets these basic necessities while listening to the beautiful music of 
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Rachmansky’s performance, thinking: “If people could always hear such music! Life was 
not what you put in your stomach, or wore on your back, or the house you lived in. It was 
what you felt in your heart and thought in your mind.” But immediately after these high 
thoughts “the vision paled. Flickered out entirely,” and Adele is once again a servant, 
concerned with how she will eat and where she will sleep.45  
In these instances, Yezierska depicts what these spaces do to their inhabitants. Her 
protagonists are profoundly stunted by these living conditions. They are used up by their 
spaces, both physically and mentally. The spaces themselves preclude time and warmth 
for studies and they disallow thoughts of a higher order. Additionally, women are more 
conspicuous victims of bad domestic space because of the historically gendered 
conscriptions in America’s spatial ideal.  
The women in Yezierska’s stories overwhelmingly register a frustration with the 
task of homemaking, whether it is their primary responsibility or their second shift after 
long hours in the factory, sweatshop, or someone else’s home. Many spend their lives 
trying to keep the grime and dirt at bay. The protagonist of “The Miracle” rails against the 
“dirt and ugliness in which I got to waste away.”46 Even in her childhood, Sara imagined 
running away so as to “never look on our dirty house again.”47 When Mashah is married 
and makes a home of her own, she spends her days scrubbing the grime, saying, “I 
couldn’t stand it if I had to live in the dirt like the women around me. It’s bad enough 
they shut out the light and let in the smells. But at least I can keep my own house clean,” 
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but Sara looks at Mashah and registers “what bloody toil it had cost to turn the dirt of 
poverty into this little palace of shining cleanliness. Beauty was in the house. But it had 
come out of Mashah’s face.”48  
As indicated by Mashah’s story, one of Yezierska’s profound arguments depicts 
what these spaces do to the physical bodies of their inhabitants. As we have seen, the 
hard-earned cleanliness of Mashah’s kitchen has taken the vitality out of her face. 
Similarly, in the “The Lost Beautifulness,” Hanneh Hayyeh’s hands are “gnarled, 
roughened,”49 and her appearance belies the “ravages of worry and hunger” all in an 
effort to better her living conditions by making her kitchen clean and white.50 Girls in the 
shirt-waste factory in “Hunger” work long hours just to pay the rent, before they take up 
the duties of keeping house at the day’s end. As a result, their bodies show the cost of 
simply having a home. One of these girls, Bleemah Levine, is “a stoop-shouldered, old 
hand, grown gray with the grayness of unrelieved drudgery” and another, Rebecca Feist, 
has “a pretty, young face, but pale and thin from undernourishment.”51 These living 
spaces have a physiological impact on the bodies of Yezierska’s protagonists. 
Mirrors capture the physical impact of material conditions on Yezierska’s 
characters. Time and again, characters gaze into broken mirrors in order to see the truth 
their impoverished lives have on their physical appearance. For instance, in Bread Givers, 
Sara gazes at the mirror and finds “tired eyes. Eyes that gazed far away at nothing. A set 
                                                          
48 Yezierska, 146–47. 
49 Yezierska, Hungry Hearts, 49. 
50 Yezierska, 55. 





sadness about the lips like in old maids who’d given up all hope of happiness. A gray 
face. A stone face. Turned to stone from not living….Everything about me was gray, 
drab, dead.”52 The bodies of these women and the broken mirrors that capture the truth of 
their circumstances emphasizes the way the tenement conditions thwart the lives and 
damage the physical bodies of the women, suggesting that the working-class women’s 
role is not equal to the high calling Catharine Beecher promotes in A Treatise of Home 
Economy.  
Yezierska’s criticism that the American spatial ideal is not available to all is 
exemplified by contrast. Sara’s appearance is in stark contrast to that of the college 
students she later joins at a small New England college. Sara tells us of the college town 
with quiet, tree-shaded streets, where there pervaded a sense of peace and stillness so 
different from the crowds, tenements, and dirty streets she had known in New York, and 
she wonders at the homes in this new town: “Each house had its own green grass in front, 
it[s] own free space all around, and it faced the street with the calm security of being 
owned for generations, and not rented by the month from a landlord. In the early twilight, 
it was like a picture out of fairyland to see people sitting on their porches, lazily swinging 
in their hammocks, or watering their own growing flowers.” Immediately following this 
meditation on the home spaces, she links the impact these homes have on the physical 
body of the town’s inhabitants, saying “so these are the real Americans….They had none 
of that terrible fight for bread and rent that I always saw in New York people’s eyes. Their 
faces were not worn with the hunger for things they never could have in their lives. There 
                                                          





was in them that sure, settled look of those who belong to the world in which they were 
born.”53  
This contrast has lead scholars to treat Yezierska’s works as assimilationist, but I 
would point out that while she does seem to celebrate the detached country home as a 
material basis for leisure and self-assurance, the respective homes affect only physical 
bodies, opportunities, and perhaps spirits, but never character. And in the end, it must be 
noted, Sara makes her home on Hester Street in a tenement that she remodels in sparse 
simplicity. Similarly, the other protagonists of her novels all reject the imperative of 
women’s role as defined by the national spatial ideal and expounded by Beecher. Sonja 
leaves the Manning wealth to become a skilled tailor, seeking to bring beauty to the East 
Side. Sara becomes a teacher on the East Side and settles into her own tenement alone. 
Adele rejects the domestic service training and the ideals of American womanhood 
promoted by the home for working girls, and she remodels a basement tenement, turning 
it into a donation-based café where art and music are shared with her East Side 
community. Importantly, none of these protagonists have children, and they enter into 
partnerships only when assured of equality in spheres both outside and inside the home.  
By depicting the way bad housing stunted the lives and damaged the physical 
bodies of women in the tenements, Yezierska makes clear that for working-class women 
in the tenements, the American spatial ideal is deplorable, and her literary rejection of it 
critiques the ideal itself. Yezierska’s own story exemplifies a search for alternatives. 
Susan Edmunds details Yezierska’s engagement in alternative forms of housekeeping and 
                                                          





childrearing which included interest in a “cooperative nursery for professional working 
mothers,” “a “feminist apartment house’ in Greenwich Village, equipped with a ‘co-
operative kitchen, laundry, dining rooms and nursery,’ and ‘a Montessori School on the 
roof.’”54 Yezierska also boarded her own infant daughter out in order to focus on her 
writing. Edmunds says that while none of the communal housing plans came to fruition, 
Yezierska turned to literature to continue her labor activism.   
 
Confronting the Discourses 
 As I have described in the introduction to this dissertation, a preoccupation with 
material houses has a long history in American thought, both practical and ideological. At 
the turn of the century, the prevailing discourses of reform harkened back to centuries of 
discourses prior focusing almost monolithically on housing and affirming a universal 
understanding of home in America. Tenement districts became a ripe target for concern 
largely because they disallowed the American ideal expressed in the detached family 
home that was seen to instill republican values of individualism and moral order.55 For a 
country whose earliest and longest-standing conception of itself was an architectural 
conceptualization, tenement districts were deemed as un-American as were deemed the 
immigrants who inhabited them and, consequently, these districts became the subjects of 
vexed discussion.  
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 As I have shown, a common and persistent thread in public discourse about 
disadvantaged areas of cities blamed inhabitants for the poor conditions in which they 
lived. This perspective was challenged by the theory of environmental determinism, 
which undergirded much of the social work in the Progressive Age. Robert B. Fairbanks 
found that reformers in the early twentieth century bought into the longstanding national 
belief that “the dwelling shaped the nature of home life, and home life determined the 
strength of the family that educated the young in matters of health and morality, what 
those in the nineteenth century called civilization. Defective dwellings would short-
circuit the system, result in defective individuals, and retard the Americanization 
process.” He cites the commissioner of New York City’s Tenement House Department, 
who said, “there can be no question that the three great scourges of mankind, disease, 
poverty, and crime, are in a large measure due to bad housing.”56  
Yezierska denounces both the narrative of environmental determinism and the 
narrative that blamed inhabitants for their living conditions. Not only is there an absence 
of the kinds of vices described by the national discourses, the vices Yezierska highlights 
in her works are greed, classism, and injustice--vices some of those participating in the 
debates would themselves be accused of. Yezierska also takes issue with the narrative of 
environmental determination. While her spaces are prohibitive and detrimental, no one is 
driven to vice because of their environment. Bad housing inhibits the lives her characters 
desire, but it doesn’t determine a person’s character. The only fault attributed to any of 
                                                          
56 Fairbanks, “From Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and Fall of the 





her protagonists is self-absorption in an attempt to crawl up out of a dark existence. Her 
characters are ambitious, and thereby portrayed as very American. From Hanneh Hayyeh 
in “The Lost ‘Beautifulness’” whose “ambition to have a white painted kitchen” induced 
her to go hungry in pursuit of the thing she desired,57 to the protagonists in “Soap and 
Water” and “How I Found America” who “strained and struggled to lift” themselves by 
getting through college while working long days in the laundry and the factory,58 hard 
work, will-power, and desire describe her characters in Hungry Hearts.  
In Salome, these characteristics are heightened in Sonya, whose “frank sense of 
power—her open egoism” delights a fellow immigrant who had risen out of the dirt and 
into the shops of Fifth Avenue because “it was the same quality that had made him.”59 
The narrator says that Sonya’s personality—her “flares of self-assertion” and “untamed 
willfulness”—had been a challenge to her parents, but this personality had the explicit 
power of rejecting environmental determinism. The narrator says she was “born in the 
blackest poverty of a Delancey Street basement, yet the drab environment had no power 
over her.”60 Sonya believes “everything comes to him who goes to fetch it.”61 She 
manages to get herself outfitted by the finest tailor on Fifth Avenue and convince her 
landlord to whitewash her tenement with paint that would only be seen on Fifth Avenue.  
  In Bread Givers, Sara reiterates Sonya’s claim of an iron will and speaks for 
nearly all of Yezierska’s protagonists when she says, “Nothing had ever come to me 
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without my going out after it. I had to fight for my living, fight for every bit of my 
education.”62 In this way, Yezierska’s characters evince a quintessentially by-one’s-own-
bootstraps American ideal. This becomes ever more apparent when the dean of Sara’s 
college calls Sara a pioneer. Pointing to a painting of his grandmother, he says to Sara, 
“Look! My grandmother came to the wilderness in an ox cart and with a gun on her lap. 
She had to chop down trees to build a shelter for herself and her children. I’m more than 
a little ashamed to realize if I had to contend with the wilderness I’d perish with the unfit. 
But you, child—your place is with the pioneers. And you’re going to survive.”63 In this 
passage, Yezierska puts into the mouth of a revered American the statement that the 
striving immigrant is more American than this “American born.” 
Indeed, we see striving and exceptionally hard work in characters throughout 
Yezierska’s oeuvre. From 10-year-old Sara who has the care of the whole “house as if I 
was mother,”64 who pedals herring and digs through discarded ash to find a lump of coal 
to heat her family’s rooms, to every single protagonist who slaves away in the home or 
juggles the sweatshop and night school in order to get ahead. These characters are neither 
destroyed by their environment nor are they, in any way, responsible for it. Instead, we 
find them doing the little they can do to fix up their surroundings, make them more 
inhabitable, and bring a little beauty into their physical abode.   
While each protagonist is striving, iron willed, and hardworking, such 
characteristics are not limited to Yezierska’s main characters. For example, Sonya is 
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struck by the servants in Manning’s house and their chosen subservience because no one 
in her working-class community was as settled to their fate as Manning’s servants: “She 
was accustomed to live among nobodies, but everyone there hoped at least to become a 
somebody. This maid’s servile deference was the language of admitted inferiority.”65 
Later the narrator reiterates this description when Sonya is inspired by the tailor from the 
East Side who had “made it”: “The whole history of Jacques Hollins’ romantic rise from 
his Division Street basement to his palace of fashion on Fifth Avenue surged in her 
memory like bubbling champagne. The eternal urge of her race to rise—to rise—to 
transmute failure, heartbreak and despair into a driving will to conquer—swept her up to 
the heights of hope again.”66 The repeated insistence that her protagonists and their 
communities strive for better lives in a quintessentially American way denies the viability 
of either the environmental determinist narrative or the degenerate-immigrant narrative. 
 
Social Production of the Ghetto 
But even as Yezierska claims a place for striving immigrants within the promised 
land of America, her realism pays close attention to the insufficient spaces America offers 
immigrants and she critiques the forces that produce them. She is critical of the negative 
effect these domestic spaces exert on lived life and adamant that they serve as symbols of 
America’s unfulfilled promise. Yezierska’s preoccupation with these spaces discloses the 
social forces responsible for their formation.  
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The most obvious critique about the social production of the tenements comes as 
a challenge to the avarice of landlords. Every story tells of a landlord, and these landlords 
and their collector ladies are “the new czars from America”67—a generally faceless force 
exerting power over tenement inhabitants. The weight of this relationship is explored 
vividly in Bread Givers, where Sara tells us that “everybody was scared to death when 
the landlord came around,” thereby reiterating a sentiment displayed in every story prior 
to this novel. In this story, the landlord’s “collector lady” comes demanding rent and 
challenges Sara’s father’s unemployment by stomping on his Torah. In response, Sara’s 
father hit the collector lady in an action compared to “David killing Goliath, the 
giant….All the people stamped their feet and clapped their hands, with pleasure of 
getting even, once in their lives, with someone over them that was always stepping on 
them.”   
The direct responsibility for impoverished material conditions is placed on 
landlords. In Bread Givers, Hannah Hayyeh details how the material conditions, 
specifically the walls of her home, are produced by the landlord’s avarice: “Every month 
of your life, whether you’re working or not working, whether you’re sick or dying, you 
got to squeeze out so much blood to give the leech for black walls that walk away, alive 
with bedbugs and roaches and mice.”68 In Salome, Sonya says her landlord “needed a 
policeman’s club on him to force him to fix the roofs when the melted snow was leaking 
into the tenants’ beds.”69 In “The Fat of the Land” Hanneh Breineh complains about the 
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lack of repairs: “With all my other troubles, the stove got broke. I lighted the fire to boil 
the clothes, and it’s to get choked with smoke. I paid rent only a week ago, and the agent 
don’t want to fix it. A thunder should strike him! He only comes for the rent, and if 
anything has to be fixed, then he don’t want to hear nothing.”70  
Leaking roofs and walking-away walls are produced by the imperatives of good 
eating and expensive jewelry. The poor conditions of housing Yezierska depicts are 
almost always in service to a landlord’s wealth. The landlady in Bread Givers storms in 
“waving her thick diamond fingers before Father’s face.”71 In Arrogant Beggar, 
Mukmenkah jokingly responds to a neighbor concerned she has disturbed Mukmenkah’s 
breakfast, “Am I the landlord’s wife, I should eat myself an hour for breakfast?”72 And 
uneven development is clear when the neighbors in Bread Givers discuss their landlord’s 
own home. Once a resident of the Lower East Side, he now lives in a posh upper-class 
neighborhood: “‘He lives himself on Riverside Drive, and his windows open out into 
sunshine from the park, so why should he worry if it’s to get choked with smoke in my 
dark kitchen every time I got to light the fire to cook something,’ said the shoemaker’s 
wife from the basement.”73 Another neighbor chimes in saying, “If the landlord wills 
himself another diamond on his neckties, or if his wife wants a thicker fur coat, all he got 
to do is to raise our rent.” 
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“The Lost Beautifulness” is perhaps the clearest protest against free-market 
capitalism in the hands of greedy landlords. Hanneh Hayyeh has just painted her rented 
kitchen white and is overjoyed, having dreamt of a white kitchen since she started 
working in the home of a wealthy lady. She shows off her kitchen to her neighbors, the 
butcher, and, foolishly, to her landlord. Two weeks later she receives a notification that 
her rent has been raised by five dollars per month. When she confronts Rosenblatt, he 
tells her simply, “That flat is worth five dollars more….I can get another tenant any 
minute….If you can’t pay, somebody else will.” Despite Hanneh’s protests, he tells her,  
“I got to look out for myself. In America everybody looks out for himself…because the 
flat is painted new, I can get more money for it. I got no more time for you.”74 So Hanneh 
scrimps and saves, takes on more work, and goes without food for stretches at a time in 
order to pay the higher rent. But two months later, she receives a second notice of rent 
increase, and because she cannot pay, she goes to court to answer the inevitable 
dispossess summons. Her neighbors wait in breathless anticipation for Hanneh’s return, 
but she has no good news to relay: “The judge said the same as Mrs. Preston said: the 
landlord has the right to raise our rent or put us out.” The neighbors then worry that “if 
Hanneh Hayyeh with her fire in her mouth couldn’t get her rights, then where are 
we?….Who more will talk for use now? Our life lays in their hands. They can choke us 
as much as they like. Nobody cares. Nobody hears our cry!”75  
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By emphasizing the greed of landlords, Yezierska joins a critique quite alive and 
well about the urban production of space focused on the ghetto—specifically the squalor 
of tenement life on the Lower East Side. In How the Other Half Lives (1890), Jacob Riis 
argues that the cramped and degrading living conditions in tenement housing are directly 
produced from “the greed of capital” which, for example, multiplied the number of 
rentable tenements within one building in order to yield sometimes up to 40 percent  
investment gains. Similarly, Jane Addams’s public work and her publication, Twenty 
Years at Hull House (1910), reveal bureaucratic and economic practices that produced 
certain lower-income neighborhoods as sites that would bear the brunt of illness and 
sanitation-related disease.76  
Historians today recognize the significant role landlords played in producing these 
spaces that became notorious sites of spatial injustice. Jared Day’s important research 
about New York City shows just how central landlords were in the “city-building 
process.” He argues that “tenement landlords designed and shaped the urban landscapes 
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century America.” The way they built and managed urban 
homes “created some of the most haunting and lasting images of urban life—images that 
challenged generations of social reformers and mocked prevailing views of America as a 
nation of limitless promise and economic opportunity.”77  
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Day finds the origins of these spaces in the land tenure system employed in New 
York’s earliest days as a colony, wherein large tracts of land on Manhattan were granted 
to company investors. These investors viewed the land “as a resource that stored, 
displayed, and transferred wealth” as well as a “respected form of transferable capital to 
other landed elites.”78 As Manhattan grew and space became more limited, these 
“repositories of wealth” quickly became capital-generating resources as land owners 
subdivided and leased tracts to workers and tradesmen.  
 Long-term ground leases allowed artisans to rent land at fairly modest rates,  
 leaving them with enough capital to construct homes and shops….As the city  
 expanded, ground leases replaced small independent ownerships or freeholds as  
 the tradesman’s primary means of access to property and housing. The lease- 
 holding system encouraged broad access to land and allowed skilled workers a  
 greater degree of individual control over the home and the workplace. Lease  
 holding also allowed large proprietors to promote settlement and urban expansion  
 without selling their land. Moreover, as land values increased through  
 improvement and other factors, landowners and lease holders were both able to  
 use their interest in the land to make a profit. Lease holders retained the “use  
 value” of the land over time, while landowners received ground rents and future  
 capital gains.79 
   
These lease relationships allowed for continued capital accumulation for the owner, 
which resulted in some of the largest fortunes in America at the time. 
 This concentrated ownership of land met with economic expansion from 
industrialization in the nineteenth century. In the building trades, “market forces began to 
devalue the work of skilled artisans and laborers in trades associated with home 
construction” which “transformed the quality and character of the homes that builders 
constructed” as they turned from solid, single family homes, to larger, poorly constructed 
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multi-family structures.80 As demand for unskilled and semi-skilled workers in all 
industries increased, so did immigration, which brought with it greater demand for living 
spaces. This, in turn, enabled the rise of speculative builders, who affected a significant 
decrease in the quality of housing structures and an interest in high-capacity buildings. 
The owners of the tenements began leasing tenements to individuals who would then be 
in charge of managing them, and these managers would take the risk of finding enough 
applicants. These lessees became known for the calculating manner of renting out the 
spaces to their best advantage. Day notes that in this context, landlords sought to fill 
buildings with as many tenants as possible, and in order to do this, “builders and 
landlords reduced the width of hallways and passages often to the extent that two people 
had trouble passing. Landlords and owners routinely subdivided living rooms and 
bedroom[s] into closet-sized, windowless compartments. They often reduced to almost 
nothing the size of back yards, and, at times, they even added floors onto already shaky 
structures.”81  
 These building standards and landlord practices were met by age-old laws that 
favored landholders. New York’s early landed class relied on common law transported 
from the old world that “strongly favored the landed gentry.”82 The codes that governed 
property demonstrated a possession-rent relationship like the agricultural tenants of 
previous centuries, which means that once the renter possessed the space, the landlord 
was expected to be uninvolved. “The common law did not require that landlords do 
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anything to fix or repair their buildings. Since the landlords were not responsible for 
maintaining the interiors of their apartments, tenants could not hold them responsible for 
injuries that were a direct result of the landlords’ neglect.”83 This translated to amenities 
like heat, water, safety, light, and maintenance, which unless explicitly enumerated in the 
rental agreement, could not be matters brought to court. Seeking redress for the lack of 
any of the elements above was time consuming and costly and, as Day shows, “exposed 
the tenant to the landlord’s retribution, often leading to further reductions in services.”84 
Tenants were required to pay rent as long as they remained on the premises regardless of 
the conditions, and landlords would turn off services periodically in order to save money 
or to harass a complaining tenant.  
 Even Justices were at a loss to help those who were obvious victims of the 
system. Day tells of Justices regularly pleading with landlords to extend deadlines or 
asking for donations from the gallery. But if a landlord wanted a tenant out, the tenant 
was out. In short “New York’s landlord-tenant laws and the city’s system of leasing and 
subleasing produced horrific living conditions for many urban workers and their 
families.”85   
 As I have shown, Yezierska critiques the clear exploitation of the poor by capital. 
She also notes its protection by the nation’s propertied ideal. Hanneh Hayyeh’s failure in 
the courts to get any form of justice registers the way America privileges the ownership 
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of land and property. This ideal allowed for autonomy in landlord practice and paved the 
way for severe exploitation, which produced the spaces Yezierska’s characters inhabit.  
 Yezierska goes further to say that this exploitation, in turn, solidifies the slums, 
because the poor conditions themselves imprison inhabitants in the ghetto. In “Soap and 
Water,” the protagonist has worked for years at a laundry while also attending school. 
When she finally finishes her degree, she is refused her diploma because of her unkempt 
appearance, which is a direct result of her long hours of manual labor and her lack of 
washing facilities at home. She is outraged by the impossibility of the situation: “I was 
slaving in a laundry from five to eight in the morning, before going to college, and from 
six to eleven at night, after coming from college. Eight hours of work a day, outside my 
studies. Where was the time and the strength for the ‘little niceties of the well-groomed 
lady?’…. Even if I had had the desire and the energy to take a bath, there were no such 
things as bathtubs in the house where I lived.”86   
Not only do her living conditions preclude the possibility of cleanliness, and her 
poverty disallows the time necessary for a “well-groomed lady,” these factors perpetuate 
the protagonist’s imprisonment in these conditions because they prohibit her from rising 
out of such poverty through stable employment. Because of her appearance, “they 
condemned me as unfit to be a teacher,” she says. She tells us that though she was able to 
get the lowest-paid substitute position, “because my wages were so low and so unsteady, 
I could never get the money for the clothes to make an appearance to secure a position 
                                                          





with better pay.”87 In short, bad housing inhibits the lives her characters desire. 
Yezierska’s meditations on imprisonment by bad living conditions are direct responses to 
the beginning of the story where the dean tells the student that soap and water are 
inexpensive and anyone can be clean. In fact, Yezierska shows, cleanliness is not so easy. 
Imprisonment in these spatial circumstances is felt particularly acutely by the 
women in Yezierska’s fiction. Several stories describe the way women are denied 
marriage to men who are successfully rising above the slums thanks to wealthy male 
benefactors, and these denials are a direct result of the material conditions of the girl’s 
homes. In “Where Lovers Dream,” David’s Uncle Rosenberg takes one step into the 
home of David’s love interest (a home that had been scoured, cleaned, and fixed up for an 
entire week prior to the visit), and concludes in disgust, “Ach! You make me a disgust 
with your calf talk! Poverty winking from every corner of the house!”88 Rosenberg 
refuses to establish David in a medical practice if the young man continues with his 
fiancée, so the relationship ends and the protagonist is denied not only her love, but also 
the possibility of a better material life with a man rising out of poverty. She will forever 
remain in the cycle. The same scenario plays out with Mashah in Bread Givers. She and a 
young pianist fall in love, and a week is spent cleaning and fixing up the house in 
preparation for a visit from the pianist’s father. As in “Where Lovers Dream,” the 
wealthier father sets one foot in the girl’s home and the outcome is clear. “One look he 
gave on all of us. Then for a minute his eyes burned over Mashah….From Mashah, he 
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gave the house another look over. And all Mashah’s beauty couldn’t stop the cash-register 
look in his eyes, that we and our whole house weren’t worth one of his cuff buttons.”89 
Thus ends the relationship. In these stories, love is prohibited because of poor material 
conditions, and women are condemned to a life in the slums.  
In the examples above, the unrestrained capitalist economy coupled with an 
infallible prioritization of the rights of private property produce the spaces Yezierska 
condemns. Furthermore, the abject living conditions reproduce and sediment inadequate 
homes. By unabashedly naming the cause of her characters’ bad housing as the avarice of 
landlords and the unregulation of the free market, her works highlight the social 
production of the ghetto. 
 
Failure of Liberal Ideology 
As I have argued, greedy landlords, the poor conditions they created, and 
America’s individualistic culture and capitalist system all play a role in the social 
production of tenement homes in Yezierska’s fiction. But what is most provocative about 
Yezierska’s critique of the factors that create abject living conditions and foreclose 
possibilities for progress is that she includes in her critique the discourses of Progressives 
and reformers and the American ideals that motivated their charity.  
 As I have shown, the horrific conditions of the tenement districts prompted 
serious discussion and reform efforts. But scholars have found significant limitations to 
their efforts. Day cites three reasons why progressive reformism failed to enact real 
                                                          





change. First, reform efforts focused on the structures themselves, emphasizing design 
and minimum standards. Reformers built model tenements in an effort to demonstrate the 
viability of better living conditions that would inspire speculators, builders, and 
landlords, but these failed to inspire because they rarely made more than five percent 
gains when landlords were used to making ten to thirty percent returns. These model 
tenements were eventually sold to private interests who then prioritized economics over 
people by ignoring maintenance and adding significant numbers of tenants. One of these 
model tenements, Gotham Court, became notorious for its overcrowding and deplorable 
conditions once in private hands.  
 Like the model tenements, reformers efforts for legislation similarly failed. The 
tenement House Acts of 1867 and 1879 were vague, unenforced, or applied only to new 
construction, which resulted in expensive new tenements and further overcrowding of 
existing structures. “By focusing so strongly upon the tenement environment and its 
structural and sanitary defects, reformers failed to perceive that the structures themselves 
did not necessarily create overcrowding, exorbitant rents, or run-down conditions,” Day 
concludes. “Landlords and, to a lesser extent, tenants made these choices based on market 
conditions and on the legal and social dynamic of the landlord-tenant relationship.”90   
 A second reason for the limitations of the progressive agenda is what Day calls 
“the philosophical orientation of most reformers,” which grew out of the nation’s 
long-held spatial ideal: “Even the most ardent advocates of change viewed property rights 
as sacrosanct. Reformers never pushed for changes in landlord-tenant law, and even when 
                                                          





they succeeded in passing limited building, health, and safety codes, reformers failed to 
establish appropriate levels of funding, staffing, authority, and oversight.”91 Property 
owners opposed reform and resisted even the smallest interference because they were 
“raised in an age when the public lionized entrepreneurs, the right of one type of business 
person to pursue his destiny was the same as any other,” and “this precluded any control 
of land use.” Most reformers “sympathized with the general principles of property 
owners” and refused to challenge property rights or propose more radical change.92 
Ironically, even though many middle-class New Yorkers were moving into rented 
quarters at this time, “their ideological and social sympathies were much more aligned 
with the entrepreneurial property owners than the Jewish or Italian working-class renters, 
and political outcomes reflected this larger truth.”93 
 In a forward to Roy Lubove’s The Progressives and the Slums: Tenement House 
Reform in New York City, 1890-1917, Philip Broughton argues that Americans have never 
asked the right questions about our cities, such as “How can we design law, policy, and a 
city plan to create the intended quality of life?” We don’t ask these questions, he argues, 
because “the deeply ingrained inarticulate major premise of our society is that a city is 
merely an area divided into parcels of land which are bought and sold for economic 
advantage….To ask fundamental questions would violate the principle that all other civic 
values are subordinate to the self-determination of the market place.”94 Similarly, spatial 
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theorist David Harvey calls into question the prioritization of our primary rights of 
“private property and the profit rate” to the detriment of derivative rights “such as 
freedoms of speech and expression, of education and economic security, rights to 
organize unions, and the like.”95 The American spatial ideal has prioritized private 
property and, as a result, even those who genuinely seek change have been unable to 
conceptualize rights that challenge private property. Broughton argues that “even more 
than Jacob Riis before him, Veiller’s emphasis was upon restrictive control legislation 
and did not constitute a public philosophy of the city. Cities were not ready for that; 
indeed, we have not yet achieved it.”96  
 Finally, reform efforts failed because of reformer’s attitudes toward the poor 
which Day argues, “usually reflected paternalistic concern combined with fear of 
working-class differences and social unrest. As a result of this relationship, radical 
housing reform, which would have challenged tenement management practices and 
traditional landlord-tenant laws and customs, never really materialized.”97 As I have 
shown, the turn of the century was a period of apprehensiveness about what America’s 
rapidly growing cities would do to the American character and how the teeming ghettos 
would forever affect life in urban America. To the majority of early twentieth century 
reformers, environmental determinism told the story of urban blight, and tenement living 
was viewed as the most pernicious threat to the social makeup of America. Still 
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influenced by the antebellum conviction that morality and civic-mindedness start in the 
home not only through education and training, but also as a result of the material 
cleanliness, proper architecture, and spaces for individual privacy, reformers sought to 
uplift the slums by instilling these virtues in the tenants.98 Scholars such as Lubove and 
Fairbanks have argued that environmental determinism coupled with a fear of contagion 
and the dramatic change of urban areas ignited the progressive reform movement of the 
early twentieth century.99 They argue that Progressives viewed housing reform as a means 
of social control and were motivated more by concern about their cities than about the 
inhabitants of the tenements.100    
Yezierska’s philanthropists, reformers, and social scientists are certainly 
concerned with housing. In the first story Yezierska published, philanthropists run a “free 
vacation house” where people from cramped tenements can go to enjoy the fresh air and 
open spaces of the country. In Hungry Hearts we’re introduced to “friendly visitors” who 
come into the homes of the poor to educate them about how to live with less and keep 
their home spaces clean and orderly. In Salome, Manning is an expert on housing, asked 
by the Ghetto News to write an article on housing for the people of the East Side. He 
attends meetings in Washington about housing and corresponds with the chairman of the 
housing committee about model tenements. Arrogant Beggar gives an intimate look at 
the philanthropists who run a home for working girls. In all of her works Yezierska 
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captures the historical focus of housing by Progressives and uses it to expose what she 
argues to be the self-serving, ignorant, and classist nature of this philanthropy. 
That Progressive reformism was motivated by self-interest rather than concern 
about the rampant spatial injustice is Yezierska’s primary critique. Even the well-meaning 
John Manning of Salome and Arthur Hellman, who makes Adele “feel a person—not a 
servant,” cannot separate their philanthropy from their own pleasure. Hollins criticizes 
Manning as “one of those philanthropists who come with a gilded cane to tap ash-cans 
and garbage heaps,” saying that for Manning, “playing with poverty is more exciting than 
knocking golf balls.”101 And indeed, the narrator suggests that Manning’s work in the 
ghetto is a result of “heroic longings” and a desire to be free of “the restraints, the deadly 
conventions of his class.”102 In Arrogant Beggar, Arthur comes to the tenement where 
Adele is convalescing “his face radiant with the joy of doing good.”103 In the end, Adele 
turns down his marriage proposal saying, “You are Sir Galahad. It’s not me you’re 
interested in. You’re only interested in being Sir Galahad.”104 Similarly, at a board 
meeting for the Home for Working Girls, Mrs. Stone says, “the best pleasure you can buy 
for your money is to help the poor.”105 Whether it is pleasure, satisfaction, or “heroic 
longings,” the motivations of those working on the issues of housing are self-serving. 
Yezierska’s works go further to chide those working on the housing crisis for their 
bottomless ignorance about the lives they profess to help. Not only does she target the 
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philanthropists and reformers, but also the scientists who claim to have a method for 
finding the truth. Manning, for instance, has chosen to live among the poor in his model 
tenement on the East Side in order to help raise the poor out of their dismal 
circumstances. He is famed for “model tenements, play-grounds for children, old-age 
pensions, the abolishment of poverty and want in every form.”106 He seems to truly care 
about those he helps, and he claims to admire them as well. He tells Sonya during an 
interview that, “I came to teach and I am learning. I came to give and find myself 
receiving from those who I thought had nothing. Right here in these crowded tenements 
is the spirit that is beauty and power!”107  
But it becomes clear that this humble admiration stems from his own idealization 
and not from a knowledge of real lives. After Sonya spends every spare minute of two 
weeks’ time to acquire a dress fit only for the wealthy and to fix up her tenement through 
great expenditure of borrowed money, Manning is overjoyed by the confirmation of his 
ideal about the admirable simplicity of the poor: “One reason why I came to the East 
Side,” he says, “is because I must have simplicity. I had to get away from people who 
waste themselves on unessentials. Our women are the worst in the energy they waste on 
clothes, on the care of their bodies that leaves so little time for the spirit.” When Sonya 
teases him saying, “You like the working-girl in her working dress…with the natural 
sweat and toil on her face—no make-up—no artifice to veil the grim lines of poverty?” 
he replies with an enthusiastic affirmative. But the narrator tells us he is “unconscious of 
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any shadow of hypocrisy” when he says, “poverty and toil are beautiful crowns of the 
spirit and need no setting off.” As the reader knows, Sonya has needed a whole lot of 
“setting off,” because she knows full well that Manning’s ideals are ignorant of the true 
nature of poverty.  
The novel emphasizes that, for all his goodness, Manning knows nothing of the 
real lives of the East Side. He claims that his calling is to “teach the gospel of the Simple 
Life” to the residents of the East Side,108 but he is ignorant to the way the poor have no 
choice in the matter. In fact, aside from Sonya, there is no character who does anything 
extravagant. Masha, from Bread Givers, may be chided for her extravagance in buying a 
toothbrush and a washcloth for herself. Hanneh Hayyeh may be deemed extravagant for 
her painted kitchen, but that simply follows the ideals of cleanliness dictated by the 
friendly visitors who teach immigrants how to live in “clean society.” Yezierska depicts 
tenement lives that are clearly simple by necessity.  
Finally the education Manning hopes to spread throughout the ghetto is void of 
any base in reality. He wants to teach tenement residents how to make their own clothes, 
but we know from what Sonya had earlier relayed, that finding the time to mend her 
collar was a challenge enough. A woman slaving in a sweatshop has no time for sewing 
nor likely the desire after sewing other people’s clothes for twelve hours a day. The 
ignorance of his “calling” is laughable even if it is well intentioned. He tells Sonya: “All 
that is necessary is education—to show them how. Why, I have seen alleys transformed 
by the use of flower boxes which my assistant has introduced. Whole families have been 
                                                          





regenerated by the work of the friendly visitors and their follow-up talks on hygiene and 
nutrition.” In this moment, Sonya “lived again her childhood days when the entrance of 
the friendly visitor brought fear and hate into their home as she lectured the family how 
to do without meat, without milk and without eggs.”109 There is a clear disparity here 
between Manning’s vision and the true needs of the tenement residents.  
 Yezierska’s works similarly highlight the assumption by reformers and 
philanthropists that they know what is best for their charges. In Arrogant Beggar, Miss 
Simons convinces Adele to take the domestic training course, and she prides herself in 
helping the poor girl who is out of work. “I think I do know what’s best for you,” she 
says, though Adele knows the opposite is true, telling the reader that “I was going into 
something that was not me.”110 Mrs. Hellman, the benefactress of the girls’ home, is just 
as ignorant. She tells Adele, “It is my hope that this training in domestic science will 
enable you to become a leader among your people. You can teach them that the joy of 
living consists in serving others.” The irony in Hellman’s statement is clear to readers 
since the impoverished people in Yezierska’s East Side communities serve each other 
with generosity and care, and the foundation of their service is that of equality. Hellman’s 
service pales in comparison to that of the neighbors who share with each other the basic 
necessities. And yet, Hellman is proud of her work: “It is almost a religion with me, this 
mission of teaching the masses that there is no such thing as drudgery. There are no 
menial tasks if you bring to your work the spirit of service and the love of honest toil.”111 
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This ignorant self-praise is finally condemned in a climactic scene during the public 
exhibition of the girls’ home when Adele gives what was supposed to be a speech of 
praise for the home but instead indicts the Board of Directors for their hypocrisy and their 
ignorance of these girls’ lives, saying, “Go play bridge to save your orphans! Stick to 
your facial treatments—and massage—and eating to grow thin. But don’t dabble in the 
suffering of lives you know nothing about!”112  
The trouble with this ignorance is the negative effect their charity has on the 
receivers and the way that it takes focus away from the true issues of injustice. 
Yezierska’s characters don’t want handouts. Even in “The Free Vacation House,” the 
poor protagonist initially resists because it is seen as “charity,” and she repeatedly insists 
that her husband works. In Arrogant Beggar, Adele asks bitterly, “Why should they have 
the glory of giving and we the shame of taking like beggars the bare necessities of 
life?”113 Yezierska’s characters would rather have justice than handouts. In “The Lost 
Beautifulness,” Hanneh’s wealthy employer feels pity for Hanneh having to pay higher 
rent for her newly painted kitchen, so she offers Hanneh money “to tide you over.” But 
Hanneh rejects this saying, “Ain’t I hurt enough without you having to hurt me yet with 
charity”114 She rejects the attempt at monetary amelioration because of its shame and its 
temporary nature.  
Refusing charity is an act of refusing shame largely because the charity is 
inextricable from condescension. Sonya yearns to tell Manning of the “wrongs and 
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injustices she had suffered since she was a child.” Interestingly, these wrongs all came 
from charity: “The dark days when the friendly visitor of the charity office called. The 
gifts of cast-off clothes from kind rich ladies. The free dispensaries, the working-girls’ 
homes. All the institutions erected to help the poor. She had gone through them. She had 
known the bitter, biting, galling shame of them….Mechanical kindness”115 Similarly, 
Adele’s friend Shlomoh mocks the girl’s home: “ramparts of philanthropy! Even the 
walls look down at you…the solid righteousness of its store front.”116  
Yezierska herself had worked in a settlement house and with charity 
organizations, the experience of which Gay Wilentz says “reinforced [Yezierskas] 
feelings about upper-class women who had entered her community when she was a 
child.”117 In a letter to her friend Rose Pastor Yezierska highlights the attitude of 
superiority coming from charity: “I see how the people are crushed and bled and spat 
upon in the process of getting charity and I must keep my mouth shut or lose my job.”118 
What she means by “crushed and bled and spat upon” becomes very clear throughout her 
work in episodes of “friendly visitors” and others from the Social Betterment Society. For 
instance, in “How I Found America,” the protagonist’s family has just been evicted from 
their home and taken in by neighbors, and as they eat a meager dinner, a woman enters 
uninvited from the Social Betterment Society. The protagonist tells how her mother 
turned away in shame, her father “[shrunk] in upon himself like one condemned,” and the 
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neighbor “slunk into the bedroom, unable to bear our shame.”119 When the visitor’s 
questions are met by either silence or anguish, she loses her façade, exclaiming, “For 
goodness’ sake! Is there any one here intelligent enough to answer a straight question?” 
Receiving no answer, “the charity lady turned with disgusted impatience.”120  
Stories throughout her oeuvre further emphasize the condescension associated 
with charity. In “My Own People,” Sophie’s new landlord tells of the neighbors, 
Shprintzeh Little, the herring-woman who sells to the neighbors cheap, and Shmendrik, 
“a learner from the old country,” who patches up children’s shoes and divides up his own 
food to give to the hungry children in his neighborhood. In a telling episode, Shmendrik 
receives a gift of a cake and some grape juice from a friend, and he shares it with Sophie 
and her landlord’s family. While they enjoy this rare feast, a “friendly visitor” enters 
unannounced. The narrator describes the “indignation,” “accusing eyes,” and “killing 
look” on the visitor’s face before she vanishes. Shortly thereafter, the “soft sound of a 
limousine purred through the area grating and two well-fed figures in sealskin coats” 
entered the tenement, led by the friendly visitor who points to the remains of the feast on 
the table.121 The superintendent of the Social Betterment Society then charges Shmendrik 
with “intent to deceive and obtain assistance by dishonest means,” while the man with 
him rifles through the old man’s letters on the mantle. The narrator tells us that “the 
superintendent returned Shmendrik’s livid gaze, made bold by the confidence that what 
he was doing was the only scientific method of administering philanthropy,” saying that 
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the dollars, “so generously given,” must go to the deserving poor. This particularly 
galling episode is in kind with the other stories Yezierska tells about charity 
organizations. Not only do the poor in her stories suffer the shame of merely needing 
help, but the patronizing and disdainful help offered produces a more pernicious shame.     
While the stories above might seem hyperbolic, Wright has shown how these very 
investigations of people’s homes, what was known as “friendly visiting,” were invasions 
of privacy.122 John Bauman similarly discusses the friendly visiting as disparaging,123 and 
Stubbs has shown how Yezierska in particular decried the “systematic humiliation of the 
charity recipient” by the giver.124 These are realities that Yezierska exposed through her 
realism at a time when most of the widely heard voices telling the story of the tenements 
were from the outside looking in.  
What is important about Yezierska’s harsh critique of this condescension is that it 
exposes reformers’ view of their subjects as inferior to themselves. In Yezierska’s stories, 
those in the tenements are treated as less than human. In “The Free Vacation House,” 
there is a recurring motif that links people to farm animals. After uneasily subjecting 
herself to the charity of the country house, the protagonist wonders why they are made to 
“walk through the street, after the nurse, like stupid cows? Weren’t all of us smart enough 
to find our way without the nurse?”125 Once arrived at the vacation house, they are given 
tags, “then like tagged horses at a horse sale in the street, they marched us into the 
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dining-room.”126 When rich philanthropist ladies come to view the operation, the “boss” 
takes these ladies around the back of the house to show them the subjects for which the 
house was in operation. As the protagonist and her peers sit on long wooden benches 
“like prisoners,” she overhears one of the ladies say, “How nice for these poor creatures 
to have a restful place like this” (italics mine). Finally, near the end of the story, the 
protagonist is clearly disenchanted by being relegated to the back of the house when there 
is a luxurious lawn and porch in the front, and she wonders, “for why must we always 
stick in the back, like dogs what have got to be chained in one spot? If they would let us 
walk around free, would we bite off something from the front part of the house?127 All the 
protagonists’ talk about being “taken for a person” is put in fine relief when those seeking 
to address their impoverished lives are clearly viewing them as animals. 
In a further contradiction of the liberal ideal of equality, subjects of social work 
are of no value to social workers beyond their use as illustrations of the valuable efforts 
these social workers are making. In “The Free Vacation House,” the protagonist realizes 
that the whole purpose of her being there is as a display for those “swell ladies in 
automobiles.” Though the vacation house and its grounds are stunning with flowers, 
grass, and comfortable chairs under shady trees, it becomes clear to the protagonist that 
none of that luxury is intended for her. As they ate their first meal, the “boss” of the place 
comes in to lay out the rules of the house:  
We dassen’t stand on the front grass where the flowers are. We dassen’t stay on 
the front porch. We dassen’t sit on the chairs under the shady trees. We must stay 
always in the back and sit on those long wooden benches there. We dassen’t come 
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in the front sitting-room or walk on the front steps what have carpet on it—we 
must walk on the back iron steps. Everything on the front from the house must be 
kept perfect for the show for visitors. We dassen’t lay down on the beds in the 
daytime, the beds must always be made up perfect for the show of visitors.128 
 
And the rules go on and on in the interest of keeping up the appearance of cleanliness and 
order for the sole purpose of impressing the observers who come every few days. The 
protagonist feels more imprisoned here than in her tiny tenement: “I was thinking for 
why, with so many rules, didn’t they also have already another rule, about how much air 
in our lungs to breathe.”129 And as she rejoices in the freedom she feels “being able to 
move around my own house” upon her return home, she realizes that they needed the 
“worn-out mothers as part of the show.”130 
In addition to being viewed as animals and valued only for their illustrative worth, 
Yezierska’s characters are viewed not as individual human beings but as statistics—lines 
on a chart. In Salome, Manning is one of those obsessed with reports and statistics. At 
one point Sonya enters Manning’s office to find him “with beaming face, immersed in 
charts and statistics.” He beckons her with excitement saying, “these are the expansion 
plans for extending the work of the settlement. Do you see that mounting red line? That 
shows the tremendous increase of attendance in all our departments.”131 Later, he is 
“absorbed in the director’s yearly report and smiling with pleasure over a statistical digest 
of the attendance in the various clubs and classes.”132 However, after a little tour of the 
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classes, Sonya uncovers the truth about the statistics—that while attendance may be up, it 
is not a result of participant desire; and further, the pedagogy makes the assumption of 
students’ inferiority. After a few moments in the home economics class, Sonya becomes 
outraged at the “waste of such faked, futile home economy” teaching the impoverished 
how to make cake without eggs, butter, or milk. She storms out thinking to herself, 
“better no dessert than to train them to be thankful for cheapness and doing 
without….The poor also got a palate in their mouth!”133 
She walks by another room, this one a class for social workers or “friendly 
visitors” who are being taught to guard against imposters so that only the “worthy poor” 
receive their services. The instructor gives an example of walking into a tenement to find 
a woman cooking chicken: “There she was, accepting the regular rations of cornmeal, 
rice, macaroni—and secretly cooking chicken!”134 Sonya’s frustration here is that these 
social workers treat the poor as mere statistics rather than people with desire for beauty 
and taste.  
The treatment of people as statistics reaches its fullest critique in Arrogant 
Beggar. I have already shown how Adele is saved from homelessness only when she 
signs up for the domestic training course, thereby improving the numbers of a failing 
program. Even before this, Adele is a statistic. When she goes to the home to enroll, she 
answers questions about her father’s nationality and occupation but is interrupted when 
she continues to tell about their life together and her father’s love for music. The home 
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wants to know nothing about her except her answers to the demographic questions that 
contribute to their charts. After the interview, she is concerned that they’ll forget she 
made an application, so Miss Lindner assures her, “Oh, no, my child! I make it a point 
never to neglect the individual….You see? We are very systematic here. All our cases are 
filed, numbered, and card-catalogued. We keep a record of all our applications. This red 
clip over your card means special attention.”135 In this short exchange, Miss Lindner’s 
claim to care about the individual person is overwritten by the fact that she sees Adele not 
as Adele, but as a card, a case, an application, and a record.  
This point is clear in the Board of Directors’ annual meeting, where “the whole 
house and we girls in it were turned into a public exhibition.”  Sonya tells how “the 
whole troop of Board of Director ladies were going through the house—shining ladies 
bountiful—rejoicing in all they had done for us.” The directors stop to view the “charts in 
different colored inks. A muddle of figures and lines about the number of meals and the 
number of beds and the number of girls in the house. But Mrs. Hellman was pointing out 
to her friends a red line in the biggest chart: ‘See that peak of progress? What strides the 
Home has made the last five years.’”136  Such treatment reflects the financialized form 
the poor have already been reduced to via speculative real estate. There is little difference 
between the lessee grasping for people to fill his tenement and the model tenement and 
charity house seeking people to fill their programs. In both the poor are units of income 
for building capitol, whether fiscal or social.  
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Yezierska’s critique of reformers’ obsession with statistics goes further than to 
expose the obsession for its capitalist ideology. It also critiques the obsession for being 
misguided. Time and again, the statistics used by Yezierska’s reformers tell a false story. I 
have shown how pleased Manning is in his rising attendance in the classes offered by his 
model tenement, but when Sonya observes these classes, she witnesses a manager chiding 
the dance instructor for a lack of attendance, “What will you say to Mr. Manning when he 
comes around?” the manager asks. “This room has to be filled with boys and girls. Find 
an attendance—make an attendance—if you want to keep your job.”137 So the instructor 
must simper and coax and offer candies and prizes in order to get her attendance numbers 
up. Sonya muses: “Her lot is even more galling than that of a Division Street puller-
in….In Division Street they’re plain out for a living—no doing good to nobody. Here she 
must even lie to herself. Even when she’s got to pull the boys and girls by the hair to get 
her attendance, she still tries to do them good.”138  
Yezierska’s two-fold critique of the Progressive Age’s obsession with statistics—
that it treated subjects as inferior and that the statistics held no basis in fact—is 
particularly pointed because this was an era in which social science developed as a field 
of research, and Yezierska captures the discipline’s vogue in upper-class circles. In 
Arrogant Beggar, Adele is serving a luncheon for the board of the women’s home when 
the ladies discuss a new course offered to guide those interested in social work to “help 
wisely.” One of the women says, “We who set out to serve humanity must cultivate a 
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scientific attitude of mind. After all, we’re living in a scientific age; and even social work 
must be done scientifically.”139 This sentiment that scientific inquiry must precede social 
work is repeated at another gathering of the wealthy where Adele is serving at a private 
concert. The daughter of Mrs. Hellman has just “finished a course in the School of 
Philanthropy,” and tells her friends, “you have no idea how much is needed to be done 
for the poor….But it’s work that must be done by trained minds with scientific vision.”140 
Yezierska, here, captures a burgeoning discipline making waves in the world of social 
work. 
The late nineteenth century saw a growing interest in the application of scientific 
inquiry to the analysis of social conditions, and as a result, social science became a 
valued discipline. Led by the University of Chicago’s sociology department, which was 
founded in late 1800s, the field sought to gain credibility for its ability to analyze social 
conditions using a precise, scientific mode of inquiry. In his seminal anthology of the 
Chicago School, James Short argues that the Chicago sociologists were responsible for 
the shift in social science from philosophical concerns to a commitment to “method, data, 
and theory.”141 One of the pioneers in the early Chicago School, Ernest Burgess, argued 
that the city is a “living, growing…organism” and this “notion of the city in terms of 
growth and behavior gives the character of order and unity to the many concrete 
phenomena of the city which otherwise, no matter how interesting, seemed but 
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meaningless flotsam and jetsam in the drift of urban life.”142 Because of this order and 
unity, he argued, phenomena could be studied with scientific precision. 
In their foundational 1924 text, Introduction to the Science of Sociology, Robert 
Park and Burgess critique former methods of social analysis, arguing that disinterested 
investigation must characterize the field:   
Sociological research is at present (1921) in about the situation in which 
psychology was before the introduction of laboratory methods, in which medicine 
was before Pasteur and the germ theory of disease. A great deal of social 
information has been collected merely for the purpose of determining what to do 
in a given case. Facts have not been collected to check social theories. Social 
problems have been defined in terms of common sense, and facts have been 
collected, for the most part, to support this or that doctrine, not to test it. In very 
few instances have investigations been made, disinterestedly, to determine the 
validity of a hypothesis.143 
   
In short, they argued that the scientific method be applied to matters of social concern, 
arguing that former methods were inadequate.  
It is important to note, however, that this discipline didn’t necessarily claim social 
betterment as its mission. While some in the Chicago School, Ernest Burgess and Louis 
Wirth particularly, were committed members of social reform organizations, the overall 
attitude of the Chicago School at this time, according Robert Faris, was one committed to 
“pure science” where scientists understood that “while all knowledge is ultimately of 
potential value to human applications, it is worthwhile to pursue many intellectual 
questions without reference either to their immediate service or to the question of what 
particular applications the knowledge may have.” Faris goes on to say that, “in this view, 
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the restriction of scholarly attention to the search for immediate alleviation of present 
problems may and generally does fail to solve such problems and also delays the 
development of the organized and tested knowledge which could be effective.” 144   
Regardless of the application of this tested knowledge, pure science was viewed 
as the only method that could accurately explain social life. One of the forms of social 
analysis that scientists argued could no longer explain the reality of urban life was the 
novel. In an introduction to his 1915 article, “The City,” Park argues that novels are no 
longer needed for what they could tell us about the city. In his campaign to legitimize the 
scientific, systematic study of society, he eschews the knowledge novels provided about 
society. He argues that though “we are mainly indebted to our writers of fiction for our 
more intimate knowledge of contemporary urban life….the life of our cities demands a 
more searching and disinterested study than even Emile Zola has given us in his 
‘experimental’ novels and the annals of the Rougon-Macquart family.” He argues that 
scientific studies are needed “if for no other reason than to enable us to read the 
newspapers intelligently,” which he says are so shocking and fascinating to readers 
“because the average reader knows so little about the life of which the newspaper is the 
record.”145 As he goes on to explain, scientific inquiry has shown that the vices depicted 
in those daily papers are a result of what he calls “moral regions” where immorality is an 
unstoppable contagion: “What lends special importance to the segregation of the poor, the 
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vicious, the criminal, and exceptional persons generally” is that “association with others 
of their own ilk” leads to moral contagion:  
In the great city the poor, the vicious, and the delinquent, crushed together in an 
unhealthful and contagious intimacy, breed in and in, soul and body, so that it has 
often occurred to me that those long genealogies of the Jukes and the Tribes of 
Ishmael would not show such a persistent and distressing uniformity of vice, 
crime, and poverty unless they were peculiarly fit for the environment in which 
they are condemned to exist. We must then accept these ‘moral regions’ and the 
more or less eccentric and exceptional people who inhabit them, in a sense, at 
least, as part of the natural if not the normal life of a city.146 
 
Park’s systematic science conflates poverty with vice and claims that these moral regions 
are organic elements of any urban environment. In this way, early sociology claimed to 
give scientific backing to the theory of environmental determinism, and suggests, too, 
that “the poor, the vicious, and the delinquent” breed “vice, crime, and poverty.”  
 As I have shown above, Yezierska takes issue with portrayals of her community 
as steeped in vice. In her repetitive, harsh critique of the findings of those “trained minds 
with scientific vision,” Yezierska argues that, in fact, novels offered far more powerful 
and comprehensive an explanation for those newspaper records. And it is particularly 
realism that can do such work. She juxtaposes the human quality of her writing with the 
cold hard facts scientists sought, and argues again and again that literature gives a more 
complete picture. Yezierska is saying the cold hard science can’t do what it claims to do, 
and her realism is a necessary antidote.  
Yezierska, then, is brazenly writing against the new science of sociology because 
she saw it as lacking the human subjectivity of lived life. Many of her prominent male 
                                                          





characters are scientists, and their interest in the poor of the East Side is an interest 
characterized by cold, scientific vision. In one of her early stories, John Barns is a social 
scientist who moves into a tenement for a summer in order to observe life in the ghetto. 
Shenah Pessah is enamored by the man, but he sees her as a type, viewing her life with 
“the enthusiasm of the scientist for the specimen of his experimentation—of the sculptor 
for the clay.” His self-assured generalizations bespeaks gross stereotypes when he 
observes Shenah’s behavior, saying she represents “the whole gamut of the Russian 
Jew—the pendulum swinging from abject servility to boldest aggressiveness.”147 This is 
just one early example of the characteristics Yezierska writes onto these scientists. They 
are cold individuals, lacking the warmth of human experience, and incapable of viewing 
their subjects as whole human beings. 
The same is true of scientifically-minded social work. Whenever a philanthropic 
home is portrayed in Yezierska’s works, it is described as institutional, cold, and 
tomblike. From the free vacation house, to the girls’ homes, to the model tenements and 
the old man’s home Sara investigates for her father in Bread Givers, these places lack 
human warmth. This is most apparent in Adele’s story when she flees her experience in 
the institutional, rule-laden girls’ home and ends up settling in one of the most dismal 
basement tenements. The difference is that she is taken in by an old woman whose 
generosity is genuine and free. “The hand that set the tea before me was so gnarled, so 
thin. A skeleton hand with a tight-drawn skin over it. And yet that frailness had the power 
                                                          





to keep on giving and serving.”148 In the home of Muhmenkeh, she is cared for as family, 
held by “the astonishing warmth of her two little gnarled old hands,”149 and treated as a 
whole individual with something to offer the world. By comparing this warmth in the 
midst of abject material conditions with the cold setting in the homes of the “scientific 
age,” Yezierska criticizes this “scientific attitude of mind” or “scientific vision” because 
such a scientific vision eliminates the human aspect of those it serves. 
In these ways, Yezierska exposes the insensitivity, narrow-mindedness, and 
ignorance of those either seeking to explain social phenomena or address the plight of the 
poor. Her characters don’t want charity. They want justice and equality. The problem with 
the work of reformers, philanthropists, and social workers is exactly the self-serving 
game and the inability to really see the truth of those they serve that disallows them to see 
the poor of the East Side as equal. As Adele tells Arthur Hellman, “you don’t feel I’m 
your equal, because, even now, you’re planning what you can do for me, what you can 
make of me. And not what I can do—what we can do together.”150  
Yezierska engages each of these limitations to show how the long-standing 
housing ideal put forth by reformers and educators falls short of its promise and raises 
questions about the applicability of these ideals for all people in America. Furthermore, 
their social work—rather than helping to raise their subjects to prosperity—helped 
instead to perpetuate class structures that the upper class relied upon. 
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As suggested above, some of the motivations for philanthropy and reform came 
from concern about the destruction of urban life and American character. A fear of the 
changing city and huge demographic shifts was evident, but something less evident was a 
fear of contagion—both physical and moral—caused by the “dirty masses.” As I have 
shown, Riis was one of the most effective muckraking journalists to ignite wide concern 
about the tenements, but some have argued that his exposés expose not so much a 
concern for the inhabitants of the ghetto, but a concern for the contagion they threatened. 
Betsy Klimasmith makes a compelling case for viewing Riis’ How the Other Half Lives 
with this concern at the forefront.  
Riis engaged almost obsessively with the city, confronting an environment that 
demanded rational control but resisted his efforts to define, map, or label it. For 
reformers like Riis, as well as for the fiction writers such as Townsend, Stephen 
Crane, and Abraham Cahan, who focused on the New York slums in this era, the 
tenement landscape continually challenged efforts at definition, constraint, or 
control. The city disrupted attempts to impose boundaries, restrictions, or change 
upon it. Separations that reformers considered necessary to the development of a 
moral American citizenry, such as those dividing the home from work and the 
street, eroded as private and public spaces merged. Exploring the connections 
between public and private spaces, tenement fiction and journalism emphasize the 
visceral links among individuals and classes within the city landscape. Though 
these connections spur impulses for reform, their inherent ambiguities 
simultaneously disrupt reformist measures to order and contain them. The 
fundamental reaction for reformers like Riis is to demonize connection itself.151 
 
Klimasmith argues, here, that Riis’ photographs evince a bourgeois concern that the 
physiological disease and loose morals of the teeming masses might penetrate into their 
homes. Most compellingly, she analyzes the many photographs of tenement living rooms 
and kitchens in which families are busy in cottage industry, gathered around tables 
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sewing or making things that would be sold to middle-and upper-class families for use in 
their homes. For instance, she examines a photo of a mother and daughter sitting in their 
tenement kitchen, sewing lace onto pillows intended for the private beds of wealthier 
citizens. These photos of home spaces, Klimasmith argues, reveal the ways in which 
bourgeois homes are not perfectly insulated from the germs and disease with which they 
characterized the lower classes. She concludes that for Riis, “the tenement home has 
come to symbolize a dangerous connection, not a benevolent and reassuring containment. 
Exemplifying numerous threats to the middle-class home’s boundaries, Riis’s most gentle 
photograph becomes most menacing.”152  
Yezierska plays off of this fear of contagion in much of her work. In “The Free 
Vacation House,” the narrator and her children are required to undergo a medical 
examination before leaving the city. She tells us the doctor “only used the ends from his 
finger-tips to examine us with. From the way he was afraid to touch us or come near us, 
he made us feel like we had some catching sickness that he was trying not to get on 
him.”153 Similarly in Arrogant Beggar the climax of the story occurs when Mrs. Hellman 
wipes her cheek after a spontaneous kiss from Adele. In that moment, Adele feels “the 
cold way she turned her cheek” and sees in the mirror “Mrs. Hellman make a swift little 
motion to her cheek. She was wiping with her tiny handkerchief the spot I had kissed.”154 
This little motion has dramatic effect on Adele. She tells us that out on the street after the 
episode, “I could not hold my head as high as before” and she begins to notice things 
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such as that the cleaning woman in the girls’ home who is scrubbing the front hall “left a 
curious smell of disinfectant that I had never noticed before.”155 The episode of the kiss 
became a lens for Adele, who says that now, “through everything I saw the cold way Mrs. 
Hellman had drawn back when I rushed to kiss her” and this new lens takes the magic 
and beauty out of her space at the girls’ home.156 For Adele, Mrs. Hellman’s concern 
about the risk of contagion evinces the limitations of her liberal ideology, suggesting that 
part of Mrs. Hellman’s philanthropic motivation may be influenced by a fear of what 
these sections of the city might do to the rest, rather than a true concern for the living 
standards of the poor.  
In these many meditations of the misguided and self-serving nature of progressive 
reformism, Yezierska explores the limits of their efforts. The attitudes Yezierska exposes 
align with those Day finds that “combined a rather paternalistic concern for tenants with 
genuine fear of the consequences of neglecting the slums.”157 Day and Lubove both show 
Progressive reform as motivated by thinly veiled beliefs that the poor are the cause of 
their material circumstances. For this reason, “Most reformers understood only vaguely 
the economic and social problems facing the poor.”158 In short, reformers’ attitudes about 
the poor precluded their efforts from making any real change.  
Finally, Yezierska reveals the failure of liberal ideology by showing how even 
reformers and philanthropists furthered the sedimentation of class structures. Yezierska 
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challenges the intentions of philanthropists and progressives by lumping them in with the 
other social producers of space.  
As Day notes, one of the failures of Progressive housing reform was the 
reformers’ commitment to America’s spatial ideal. That they “viewed property rights as 
sacrosanct” and “sympathized with the general principles of property owners” only 
helped support the monopoly of landlord wealth.159 Yezierska critiques the protection of 
the nation’s propertied ideal explicitly in “The Lost Beautifulness,” when Mrs. Preston is 
distraught about Hanneh’s lot, but tries to defend the systemic injustice of her country, 
saying, “We can’t change the order of things overnight….these laws are far from just, but 
they are all we have so far. Give us time. We are young. We are still learning. We’re 
doing our best.”160 But Hanneh isn’t fooled by this talk: “And you too—you too hold by 
the landlord’s side?—Oi—I see! Perhaps you too got property out by agents.” 161 Hanneh 
similarly denies Mrs. Preston’s offer of some money, calling it hush money, and the 
narrator tells us that Mrs. Preston made no move to defend herself or reply. Though well-
meaning, Mrs. Preston is culpable in this system of injustice.    
Another critique is directed at the social structures that necessitate keeping the 
poor in their place and thereby solidify the cycle of poverty. America only wants these 
immigrants’ hands. Yezierska’s characters regularly vocalize their need to be seen as a 
person, but they are only ever seen for what their hands can make or do for America. This 
repeated critique uncovers a deep problem with the American promise: the system 
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requires laborers, so even the well-meaning charities won’t educate for positions outside 
of service.  
The protagonist of “Soap and Water,” resentful of being denied her teaching 
diploma due to her unkempt appearance, explores the irony of the situation: “I, soaking in 
the foul vapors of the steaming laundry, I, with my dirty, tired hands, I am ironing the 
clean, immaculate shirt-waists of clean, immaculate society. I, the unclean one, am 
actually fashioning the pedestal of their cleanliness, from which they reach down, hoping 
to lift me to the height that I have created for them.”162 This last comment is itself ironic, 
as the protagonist goes on to expose her imprisonment in this spatial cycle of poverty for 
what it is: an advantage for the wealthy. She says, “I was considered unfit to get decent 
pay for my work because of my appearance, and it was to the advantage of those who 
used me that my appearance should damn me, so as to get me to work for the low wages I 
was forced to accept. It seemed to me the whole vicious circle of society’ injustices was 
thrust like a noose around my neck to strangle me.”163 By exposing the ways the upper 
and middle classes are invested in the spatial restrictions, Yezierska argues that the 
material conditions in which the characters live bar them from citizenship and the 
American promise. 
In Arrogant Beggar, when the matron suggests the Domestic Training course to 
Adele as a way to retain lodging, Adele is enraged: “Domestic service!” Was I to be lost 
to myself as a servant? Come down from all I dreamed of being to washing dishes, 
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peeling potatoes, taking orders from a mistress?”164 Due to necessity, however, Adele 
enrolls in the program to avoid homelessness. When the girls’ home becomes a “public 
exhibition” in honor of the annual board of directors’ meeting, the Domestic Training 
course is displayed as the acme of the home’s work. “The products of the Domestic 
Training course were the pride of the home’s benefactors….In the domestic science 
department were display tables of breads, cakes, puddings, and salads which we had 
prepared. A housekeeping room where bed-making, furnishing, and cleaning a home were 
shown in a row of little dolls’ houses.”165 That the pride of the girl’s home is this 
program, demonstrates exactly what these wealthy benefactors deem appropriate goals 
for the girls they help.  
Again, America wants these women for their hands. In “How I Found America,” 
the protagonist rails against her conditions as she seeks a way to raise herself out of the 
life of the East Side tenements. She hears about a school for immigrant girls and inquires 
about the opportunity with great expectation. The benefactress of the school, Mrs. Olney, 
greets her by asking what trade she would like to learn, suggesting sewing-machine 
operating. But the girl is quick to note that this trade would put her right back in the 
sweat shop. Mrs. Olney, then, suggests training to be a servant, but again, the protagonist 
is aghast: “‘Me—a servant?....Did I come to America to make from myself a cook?’” 
When Mrs. Olney runs out of suggestions, she finally asks the girl what she would like to 
take up, and here we hear a common sentiment from all of Yezierska’s protagonists: “I 
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got ideas how to make America better, only I don’t know how to say it out. Ain’t there a 
place I can learn?” This desire shocks Mrs. Olney, and the protagonist tells us that “a 
startled woman stared at me. For a moment not a word came. Then she proceeded with 
the same kind smile. ‘It’s nice of you to want to help America, but I think the best way 
would be for you to learn a trade. That’s what this school is for, to help girls find 
themselves, and the best way to do is to learn something useful.’” Still the girl resists: 
“Ain’t thoughts useful? Does America want only the work from my body, my hands? 
Ain’t it thoughts that turn over the world?” Mrs. Olney’s response is telling: “Ah! But we 
don’t want to turn over the world.” The girl retorts that those in Mrs. Olney’s position 
don’t see the necessity for change, but from her stance, “there’s got to be change in 
America…Us immigrants want to be people—not ‘hands’—not slaves of the belly!”166 
This critique, so prevalent in Yezierska’s fiction—that America wants only the labor of 
these women—shows how social structures perpetuate the spatial production of the East 
Side. With wages just high enough to satisfy the basic needs of living, remuneration does 
nothing to help these individuals rise out of their conditions. 
This critique that the social work of philanthropists and progressives contributes 
to the social production of tenement spaces gets its fullest expression in Arrogant Beggar 
when Adele serves at the luncheon meeting of the Board of Directors at Mrs. Hellman’s 
mansion. Since beginning her domestic training, Adele had been filling in as a servant at 
Mrs. Hellman’s during the regular servant’s day off. Mrs. Hellman “beamed with the 
pleasure of doing good. Her hand had rested on my shoulder, as she explained: ‘I have to 
                                                          





pay someone from the agency for this work, Adele. You might just as well have the 
money. You know how strongly I believe the best way for us to help our girls is to 
provide opportunity for them to help themselves,” and Adele acknowledges that she 
needs “every cent [she] could possibly earn.”167 But during the luncheon, Adele overhears 
Mrs. Hellman bragging to her fellow board of directors that she doesn’t “have to pay 
[Adele] as much as the girls from the agency.”168  
What is particularly galling about this is that these ladies have just finished a long 
conversation about how they “must not confuse [the girls’] standard of living with our 
own.”169 In a caricature-like tableau, we have jewelled hands, a broad-tail bag, made-to-
order broad-tail shoes, a navy blue tailored dress so elegantly perfect, and “over-rounded 
bosoms” all seated around “the flower-bedecked table, shining with silver and rare 
Venetian glass” eating “squabs on toast, asparagus, endive salad” and “at the last fresh 
strawberries mashed and frozen in thick cream.”170 All the while they are discussing how 
they must not tempt these working girls with the life they enjoy: 
Mrs. Stone’s chair creaked as she raised her two hundred pounds gowned in 
chiffon velvet. ‘I think we’re weakening the moral fiber of our girls—doing them 
a positive injury with so much pampering….I’m taking a course in Social Welfare 
with Dean Sopwell. Only yesterday he told us how struggle and hardship 
strengthen character. I’ve been quite worried about the future of our girls. Are we 
using all our knowledge and wisdom to help them face life? Face the conditions in 
which they are born and to which they must adjust themselves? You all know the 
besetting vices of the working class are discontent and love of pleasure. Have we 
the right to give our girls luxuries they can’t afford when they’re out of our 
care?….We must bear in mind our girls come from the working class and will 
marry among their own kind. The corner stone of their character and happiness 
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should be a love of honest toil and a devotion to thrift and economy. It is our first 
duty to teach them that a penny saved is a penny earned.171 
 
 A discussion ensues where only Mrs. Hellman is a dissenting voice. She says, “the Home 
was created to give them a higher standard of living…all those things denied them in 
their cruel poverty.…the Home will be the happiest memory of their lives.”172 When the 
others want to address the budget deficit by buying cheaper cuts of meat—“roast beef is 
only for people who can afford it”—Mrs. Hellman disagrees but she is overruled “for the 
good of the girls’ souls” because “we must be aware of rousing their appetites. It will 
only lead to greater discontent later on.”173 In this instance, the very voice of generosity, 
the voice saying that the home is meant to give these girls a higher standard of living, is 
the very same voice who will pinch a penny, paying Adele less than her regular maids, 
while serving strawberries in January.    
 
Conclusion 
 Yezierska’s characters want to be seen as equals and they want their efforts to do 
something toward enabling a better life. However, the liberal ideology of the era refuses 
both of these demands. Yezierska’s ire is directed at these do-gooders and scientists with 
a vehemence greater than the ire she directs at the landlords who are directly responsible 
for the material conditions. In the end, her criticism uncovers the shallowness of these 
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beneficiaries, their need to keep class structures solidified, the hypocrisy of American 
ideals, and the untenability of the myth of America. 
 In “How I Found America,” the day after the protagonist’s family is evicted, and 
the woman from the Social Betterment Society cast shame and condescension on the 
girl’s family, the girl caves, momentarily, to defeat, saying, “for the first time in my life I 
bent to the inevitable. I accepted my defeat.” Moments later, however, she regains that 
drive so familiar in all of Yezierska’s protagonists, claiming resolutely, “Alone, unaided, I 
must dig my way up to the light!”174 Committed to going it alone, she is then surprised 
when her coworker tells her of the recent changes: electricity for the sewing machines 
and a higher wage per dozen shirtwaists. Things began to improve, too, in the material 
condition of the factory: “Little by little, step by step, the sanitation improved. Open 
windows, swept floors, clean wash-rooms, individual drinking-cups introduced a new era 
of factory hygiene. Our shop was caught up in the general movement for social 
betterment that stirred the country.”175 What is notable, here, is a contrast between the 
values of social betterment writ large and the proper Social Betterment Society Yezierska 
denounces in her stories. While the latter focused on the greater efforts its subjects should 
be making to better their conditions, the former recognized that conditions needed to 
change.  
 Additionally, the Social Betterment Society took a top-down, ignorant, and 
classist approach, where the larger movement for social betterment took a grass-roots 
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approach by those who knew the struggle intimately. The protagonist goes on to describe 
further changes and what they wrought: “It was not all done in a day. Weary years of 
struggle passed before the workers emerged from the each-for-himself existence into an 
organized togetherness for mutual improvement.” This worker organization for social 
betterment is exactly what allowed the protagonist—whose personal commitment to dig 
herself up unaided could not be enough, as we have seen time and again in these 
stories—to reach beyond the factory: “At last, with shortened hours of work, I had 
enough vitality left at the end of the day to join the night-school. Again my dream flamed. 
Again America beckoned.”176 Worker organization to address systemic issues, such as 
regulations for the workday as exemplified here, could actually create progress as 
opposed to all the time and money of philanthropists and reformers who refused to 
challenge the structures of systemic injustice. And while Yezierska doesn’t name the 
organization or give it more than this brief mention, it signifies a powerful moment of 
change when most of her oeuvre is railing against the backward efforts of Progressive 
reformers.  
 Yezierska enters the contemporary discourses of her time in a way that denies 
progressives, reformers, and social scientists the authority to speak definitively about the 
poor. Instead, she uses a hard realism to depict the world she knew intimately and critique 
not only the abject material conditions, but also the forces responsible for those 
conditions—forces that included those who proclaimed to be helping the poor. 
                                                          






Hated Space and Spatial Hate: Richard Wright’s Material Challenge  
 
In “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” Richard Wright tells of the “twenty or thirty” times 
he tried to write the opening scene of Native Son, seeking “the type of concrete event that 
would convey the motif of the entire scheme of the book, that would sound, in varied 
form, the note that was to be resounded throughout its length, that would introduce to the 
reader just what kind of an organism Bigger’s was and the environment that was bearing 
hourly upon it.”1 Wright recounts how he had drafted the entire novel without a 
satisfactory opening scene until one night, “in desperation,” he snuck out for a bottle and 
as he drank, began to remember details about his life in Chicago: “One of them was that 
Chicago was overrun with rats. I recalled that I’d seen many rats on the streets, that I’d 
heard and read of Negro children being bitten by rats in their beds.” After that, he said, 
“the rat would not leave me.”2 The concrete event he finally wrote became an iconic 
opening scene where the morning routine of a family of four in a one-room kitchenette is 
interrupted by the appearance of a rat so large it “could cut your throat.”3 Entering the 
kitchenette through a gaping hole in the wall’s plaster, the rat races around, establishing a 
short reign of terror before Bigger kills it with an iron skillet. Scholars have argued that 
the giant rat who ignites fear in all four Thomases and who himself lashes out in fear acts 
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as a metaphor for Bigger, whose actions are similarly instinctual and founded in the panic 
of being trapped in a hostile world. But I argue that this scene has valences that are not 
strictly metaphorical in the way scholars have suggested. What is important for my 
inquiry is the persistence of South Side Chicago’s material reality in the novel. In this 
chapter I focus on the physical spaces of Wright’s Native Son in order to understand what 
meaning they are making about the spatial reality of 1930s American life.  
Wright claimed that his goal in Native Son was to show how Bigger and his 
actions are shaped by the material life of both the South and the northern urban ghettos to 
which many African Americans migrated. In addition to the influx of European 
immigrants in the first part of the 20th Century, urban centers grew with unprecedented 
numbers of migrating African Americans seeking a better life—in some cases seeking 
any life at all. Despite the promise, however, the black belt areas in the urban North 
proved to be little better than what was left behind in the South. As Wright states in 
“How ‘Bigger’ Was Born,” his goal in this novel is to “indicate more precisely the nature 
of the environment that produced [Bigger and his type],” so that the reader would not be 
left with the impression that they were essentially and organically bad.” In the following 
sentence he foregrounds the physical reality of the environment in both the North and 
South saying that the worlds inhabited by blacks and whites “are physically separated.”4 
In this way, he underscores that the foundation of Bigger’s character is a spatial reality, 
ie. Jim Crow society and segregation, whether de jure or de facto. So when he calls 
                                                          





Bigger “an American product, a native son of this land,”5 we understand the spatial 
implications of “land” and the very real prison-like experience of the boy’s “locked in life 
of the Black Belt areas.”6  
 As exemplified in the opening scene of Native Son, the physical spaces that are of 
particular interest to Wright are black belt domestic spaces. Bad housing and poor living 
conditions are emphasized in a photo essay Wright published just one year after 
publishing Native Son. 12 Million Black Voices depicts in detail the urban living 
conditions inhabited by black migrants and critiques their pernicious effects, claiming 
that personalities are degraded through the experience of living in these spaces. He argues 
that the cramped quarters increases the “latent friction, giving birth to never-ending 
quarrels of recrimination, accusation, and vindictiveness, producing warped 
personalities,” that it “injects pressure and tension into our individual personalities, 
making many of us give up the struggle, walk off and leave wives, husbands, and even 
children,” and that it “blights the personalities of our growing children, disorganizes 
them, blinds them to hope, creates problems whose effects can be traced in the characters 
of its child victims for years afterward.” As for young men like Bigger, Wright argues 
that “the kitchenette fills our black boys with longing and restlessness, urging them to run 
off from home, to join together with other restless black boys in gangs, that brutal form of 
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city courage.”7 It is as if 12 Million serves as the sociological account of Bigger’s 
formation.  
Due to the novel’s explicit attention to the confining spaces in which Bigger lives 
and to Wright’s own historicized accounts of the debilitating effects of the black belt, 
some scholars have focused on the significance of place and space in Native Son. For 
these critics the suffocating yet unprotective walls of the kitchenette are metaphoric: 
these details suggest the actual limits of possibility for the protagonist,8 represent the 
narrow confinement and “homelessness” of black life,9 and are equated with the death 
cell to convey the violence associated with black spaces.10 Thadious M. Davis even 
examines the places Wright frequented in the urban North in order to claim that the 
spaces in which non-fictional black people lived “fractured their vision of potential and 
functioned to delimit their desires.”11 All of these studies investigate the power the 
novel’s places have on its characters, and as a result, this spatial hermeneutic seems to 
solidify the way Wright’s depictions of bad housing, segregation, and racism more 
broadly are adamant about the detrimental effect of environmental determinism.  
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 But while these deterministic spatial readings seem inevitable due to Wright’s 
attention to place, they fall into a troubling interpretation of the work. Scholarship on 
Native Son has generally been uneasy about this naturalistic interpretation of Bigger’s 
environment because it both suggests that these circumstances naturally produce 
undesirable characters, who stand no chance of improving due to the deterministic quality 
of the environment, and it neglects to portray the positive, productive aspects of black life 
in America. For example, James Baldwin famously critiqued the novel for its negative 
portrayal of black life, arguing that to present Bigger as a “monster created by the 
American republic, the present awful sum of generations of oppression” is to carry “the 
remarkable confession…that Negro life is in fact as debased and impoverished as our 
theology claims.”12 Even if environmental determinism argues against the 
characterization of an individual as “essentially and organically bad,” showing that the 
unjust environment is responsible for their bad behavior as Wright said he hoped to show, 
Baldwin says that the image we are left with is so problematic as to confirm the 
pernicious image the American public has of the black American and “reinforce all that 
we now find it necessary to believe.”13  
I find these aforementioned spatial, deterministic readings of Native Son 
problematic, not only because of the prescribed image of black life they insist upon, but 
also because they neglect the full implication of the novel’s spaces. The environmental 
determinism that has become a standard tool for interpretation of the novel excuses 
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Bigger from the responsibility of his actions and removes any semblance of agency he 
has acquired. While I do read the novel’s spaces as being a force influencing Bigger’s 
actions, I argue that a spatial hermeneutic, when applied to Native Son, finds a narrative 
more complex than the deterministic readings allow. I argue that to focus on spatial 
effects obscures the novel’s greater concern about place: how Chicago’s spaces are 
produced and what these spaces enable. Rather than inevitably, deterministically forming 
undesirable characters, these spaces enable inhabitants to realize the inequality of their 
lives and motivate them to fight for something better.  
Native Son, I argue, is engaged with the phenomena of ghetto formation and white 
flight that were defining the mid-century period in urban America. A reading of the 
novel’s material places actually leads us to an understanding of how political, economic, 
and social circumstances created the kinds of poor housing prevalent for people of color 
in 1930s America—an emphasis that literary scholarship has not fully elucidated. The 
novel’s spatial hermeneutic takes issue with America’s housing ideal because it excluded 
the poor and racial minorities, and it contributed to the production of bad housing meant 
for those excluded from the ideal. By calling attention to the socially constructed nature 
of space, Wright ventures a hypothesis about the political possibility inherent in space. 
As a result, I argue that rather than concluding with the ways spaces determine Bigger’s 
personality and actions, the novel depicts Bigger as he begins to understand his own 
potential for agency in the production of space. Initially an awareness of the sordid 
material conditions in which he and his family live makes him register a significant 





inequality of his physical circumstances is made more concrete to him in the 
juxtaposition of his house with the Dalton mansion and his pondering of black belt 
abodes on the South Side, his eyes are opened to some of the mechanisms producing the 
spaces. In the same way that we see Bigger coming into some consciousness about his 
material conditions, we also see the precondition for a spatial awareness of movement 
and action that is in keeping with Wright’s literary work and social realism in this time 
period.   
 
Spatial Production: From 3721 Indiana Avenue to 4605 Drexel Boulevard 
 
In his 1945 introduction to Black Metropolis Wright argues that “the Jim Crow 
lives that Negroes live in our crowded cities differ qualitatively from those of whites and 





are not fully known to whites….they simply do not see the reality of the dispossessed.”14 
Five years earlier, his ground-breaking novel attempted to describe this reality not just to 
whites but to the dispossessed themselves. My reading of Native Son emphasizes just 
how deeply concerned the novel is with sociological analysis, exposing the vast 
difference in living conditions between neighbors in order to examine the ways in which 
these spaces were and are produced. 3721 Indiana Avenue, the Thomas’s kitchenette 
apartment, stands in direct comparison to 4605 Drexel Boulevard—the large home 
inhabited by the Daltons that sits just across “the line”15 in the affluent neighborhood of 
Hyde Park-Kenwood. The novel is insistent on depicting this juxtaposition, and it uses 
realist description to highlight the very real difference in living conditions between the 
two spaces. Bigger himself comes to understand the injustice of his living conditions only 
through his exposure to a more opulent way of living at the Dalton home. What becomes 
apparent is that the misery in which the Thomases live actually allows for the luxury of 
4605 Drexel. In other words, the bad housing of Indiana Avenue produces the opulence 
of Drexel Boulevard. By its repetitive insistence on depicting the paucity in living 
conditions at Indiana next to the accumulated wealth at Drexel and exposing how it came 
about through class monopoly practices strengthened through staunch segregation, Native 
Son highlights the pernicious, unequal ways in which spaces are socially produced.  
A vivid moment of juxtaposition occurs when Bigger walks up to the Dalton 
house to interview for his job as chauffeur. He notes the “quiet and spacious white 
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neighborhood” with “huge” houses from whose windows lights softly glow, and he 
“could feel a pride, a certainty, and a confidence in these streets and houses.”16 This quiet 
contrasts with the uproar of the opening scene in Bigger’s kitchenette, and the pride, 
certainty, and confidence are feelings little known to Bigger and his family let alone 
anthropomorphized onto their living space. When Bigger enters the Dalton house, the 
contrast is immediately evident. He walks over a rug that is “so soft and deep that it 
seemed he was going to fall at each step he took.”17 He notes paintings on the smooth 
walls, piano music floating in from an unknown source, and soft lights, and these things 
terrify him. “He had not expected anything like this; he had not thought that this world 
would be so utterly different from his own that it would intimidate him.”18 
He is told to take a seat, but when he sits, “he sank down so suddenly and deeply 
that he thought the chair had collapsed under him. He bounded halfway up, in fear; then, 
realizing what had happened, he sank distrustfully down again.”19 The plush comfort of 
the chair is so unlike anything he had ever known. In fact, the chairs back home in his 
kitchenette are described as nothing more than “chair” and they are used as tools: in the 
“conspiracy against shame” on which Vera sits and “fumble[s] with her stockings” as the 
boys turn their heads;20 as something to scramble from in order escape the reach of the 
giant rat; and as protection for the rat as he “stopped under a chair and let out a furious 
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screak.”21 The utilitarian use of the chair in the Thomas’s kitchenette is directly opposed 
to the luxurious comfort of the chair in the Dalton home. The juxtaposition of the two 
houses, focused here in the material reality of a piece of furniture, emphasizes the full 
weight of difference. 
As a symbol, the chair is further put to use in its emphasis on the role it plays in 
one of the most important functions of house and home, namely sustaining life through 
the act of eating, lending to another explicit contrast between Indiana Avenue and Drexel 
Boulevard. In the first scene, the Thomases gather around the table to share a plate of 
bacon and some bread. In contrast, after his interview with Mr. Dalton at the Drexel 
home, Peggy shows him to the kitchen, where “the air was full of the scent of food 
cooking and pots bubbled on the stove.”22 In contrast to the bloody skillet and a curtain to 
separate the gas stove from the rest of the kitchenette, Bigger walks into a separate 
kitchen that contains a surplus amount of food. Peggy “placed a plate, knife, fork, spoon, 
sugar, cream, and bread before him; then she dished up the bacon and eggs,” and tells 
him “You can get more if you want.” As she watches him sop his plate clean with the soft 
bread, “carrying the bread to his mouth in large chunks” she offers him more, yet again.23 
In both places Bigger partakes in one of the most crucial functions of home—nutritional 
sustenance—but the meals are as different as the chairs depicted earlier. 
These are just several of the many instances in which Native Son insists on 
elaborating upon these contrasting living conditions—an insistence that repeats itself for 
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emphasis, and one that has been overlooked by scholars perhaps because it is so obvious. 
But I emphasize this juxtaposition because I argue that it focuses the reader’s attention 
less on what those spaces do to Bigger’s personality and more on the inequality of 
Chicago’s spaces. An understanding of the juxtaposition is a first step in Bigger’s 
development. At first, Bigger’s spatial experience leads simply to a hatred of himself and 
his family without any awareness of the forces behind the spatial reality. After the 
opening scene, Bigger leaves his family in anger and the narrator tells us that Bigger’s 
negative emotions of hatred and anger are a direct result of his living conditions: “He 
hated his family because he knew that they were suffering and that he was powerless to 
help them. He knew that the moment he allowed himself to feel to its fullness how they 
lived, the shame and misery of their lives, he would be swept out of himself with fear and 
despair.”24  
In this example, Bigger’s anger and fear are depicted as a direct result of poor 
living conditions—a depiction that aligns with deterministic readings. But Bigger begins 
to make significant connections after experiencing life at the Daltons. When he returns to 
his home the next day and sits waiting for his breakfast in the kitchenette, his eyes 
register again the difference in living abodes: 
He looked around the room, seeing it for the first time. There was no rug on the 
floor and the plastering on the walls and ceiling hung loose in many places. There 
were two worn iron beds, four chairs, an old dresser, and a drop-leaf table on 
which they ate. This was much different from Dalton’s home. Here all slept in one 
room; there he would have a room for himself alone. He smelt food cooking and 
remembered that one could not smell food cooking in Dalton’s home; pots could 
not be heard rattling all over the house. Each person lived in one room and had a 
little world of his own. He hated this room and all the people in it, including 
                                                          





himself. Why did he and his folks have to live like this? What had they ever 
done?25 
 
The novel does not take for granted that someone in Bigger’s situation would understand 
the full weight of spatial inequality in 1930s Chicago. It is only when he registers the 
disparity that he can move beyond simply feeling an overwhelming hatred to asking 
questions about that hatred.  
  Interestingly, the novel also examines an ignorance about this disparity on the part 
of those in the Daltons’ position. For example, when Mary gazes at the looming 
apartment buildings in the black belt and tells Bigger “I’ve long wanted to go into those 
houses….and just see how your people live….they must live like we live. They’re 
human,”26 the reader is alert to the irony of her ignorance since we have already seen the 
many instances in which Native Son calls attention to the fact that Bigger does not, in 
fact, live like Mary lives in terms of material reality, and it goes to great lengths to 
provide numerous, lengthy, realist descriptions of living spaces in order to highlight the 
spatial inequality rampant in Chicago in the Depression years and after.   
In insisting upon this juxtaposition, Native Son sets up the context by which it can 
explicitly answer the question that Bigger asks about why he and his family had to live 
like this. The answer is that they have to live like this so that Drexel can have plush 
chairs and heaping mounds of food for every meal. This becomes apparent in the second 
inquest, one of the most crucial moments of argument, where Bigger’s defense attorney, 
Boris Max, interrogates Mr. Dalton about the dismal conditions of the apartments Dalton 
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rents to people in South Side Chicago. At this inquest, Max’s questioning leads Dalton to 
admit that he does, indeed, own and operate the kitchenette that Bigger’s family inhabits, 
and Max goes on to expose the real estate practices that have allowed Dalton to make his 
millions and thereby live in such luxury: 
“Why is it that you charge the Thomas family and other Negro families 
more rent for the same kind of houses than you charge whites?” 
 “I don’t fix the rent scales,” Mr. Dalton said. 
 “Who does?” 
 “Why, the law of supply and demand regulates the prices of houses.” 
 “Now, Mr. Dalton, it has been said that you donate millions of dollars to 
educate Negroes. Why is it that you exact an exorbitant rent of eight dollars per 
week from the Thomas family for one unventilated, rat-infested room in which 
four people eat and sleep?” 
 …. 
 “Well, there’s a housing shortage.” 
 “All over Chicago?” 
 “No. Just here on the South Side.” 
 “You own houses in other sections of the city?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Then why don’t you rent those houses to Negroes?” 
 “We…Er…I-I-I don’t think they’d like to live any other place.” 
 “Who told you that?” 
 “Nobody.” 
 “You came to that conclusion yourself?” 
 “Why, yes.” 
 “Isn’t it true you refuse to rent houses to Negroes if those houses are in 
other sections of the city?” 
 “Why, yes.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Well, it’s an old custom.” 
 “Do you think the custom is right?” 
 “I didn’t make the custom,” Mr. Dalton said. 
 “Do you think the custom is right?” 
 “Well, I think Negroes are happier when they’re together.” 
 “Who told you that?” 
 “Why, nobody.” 
 “Aren’t they more profitable when they’re together?” 
 “I don’t know what you mean.”27  
                                                          






In this interrogation, Max brings to the court’s attention the unequal rent prices black 
people in Chicago have to pay for any shelter and the rigid lines of segregation allowing 
slumlords to make excessive profits and perpetuate the system. Mr. Dalton who, though 
an NAACP supporter and self-professed benefactor of the race, ultimately gives 
preference to imperatives of capital accumulation, as is evident when he cites the laws of 
supply and demand. Importantly, as Max’s interrogation makes clear, the potential for 
Dalton’s capital accumulation is far greater when aided by racist discrimination. It is 
precisely these imperatives that cause the juxtaposition between the Indiana kitchenette 
and the Drexel mansion described in the novel.  
In this interview Wright moves beyond the aim of challenging his readers to 
simply see the extent of spatial inequality. Here, I argue, he offers several explanations 
about the social production of space. This interrogation, a charged moment in the 
narrative, brings to light the effects of utility maximizing and class monopoly practices 
which, buttressed by racial segregation, enable the dramatic accumulation of wealth for 
landlords in the urban north. When Dalton claims that the law of supply and demand can 
account for why he charges exorbitant rent to black families in Chicago, Max is 
unimpressed. Here geographer David Harvey’s compelling explanations of the unequal 
distribution of wealth, ghetto formation, and urban land-use theories help explain the 
processes producing spaces so important to Native Son’s critique. Harvey shows how 
theories of supply and demand only work if there is equilibrium in both the supply and 
demand. But this can never be the case with property and housing because a poor family, 





than a commercial speculator: “If a commodity depends upon the coming together of use 
value and exchange value in the social act of exchange, then the things we call land and 
housing are apparently very different commodities depending upon the particular interest-
group operating in the market.”28 In other words, to those seeking a home, the most 
important consideration will be the house’s worth according to how well it can provide a 
living space. Whereas a landlord, financial institution, realtor, or speculator will take into 
account primarily what could be gained by buying and selling the home, renting it out, or 
etc. This difference in values is even more pronounced for individuals seeking a home to 
rent, as is the case for the Thomases in Native Son, because the capital paid for rent each 
month does not contribute to tangible ownership that could then be used to raise more 
capital. A renter has no reason to consider the home’s exchange value. Harvey concludes 
that because of these varying values, “the operations of all these diverse groups cannot 
easily be brought together into one comprehensive framework for analysis….A model of 
the housing market which presumes all housing stock to be allocated among users (whose 
only differentiating characteristics are income and housing preferences) through utility-
maximizing behavior appears peculiarly restricted in its applicability.29 In short, the 
theory of supply and demand doesn’t apply to property because there is no one type of 
demand when it comes to living spaces.  
Like demand, the supply in an urban environment is similarly unequal. Instead, as 
Harvey explains, “differential disequilibrium is everywhere evident and there are too 
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many imperfections, rigidities, and immobilities for the market to work well as a 
coordinating device.” Rather than existing in a world of spaceless, perfect competition, 
the housing market deals with absolute space through time, where there cannot be more 
than one parcel in any particular place. “This means,” Harvey argues, “that all spatial 
problems have an inherent monopolistic quality to them.”30 What is so pernicious about 
monopolistic qualities of space is the inherent inequity of those spaces. The physical 
permanence of space necessarily precludes the equilibrium so important in the theory of 
supply and demand because the capital extracted from one space can be poured into the 
neighboring space with no consideration of the market. Harvey thereby discounts the 
arguments of those who say that the system of supply and demand yields the best 
distribution of use values in property, both rental and real estate: “This is a presumption 
which casual observation suggests is wrong: the maximization of exchange values by 
diverse actors produces disproportionate benefits to some groups and diminishes the 
opportunities for others.”31  
Understood in these terms, Dalton’s claim that the laws of supply and demand 
dictate the high price he charges people in the black belt cannot be a satisfactory 
explanation since we have seen that supply and demand cannot explain exchange in 
physical property. Instead, the interview exposes South Side property as a monopoly built 
by racist rental practices, which conscribe Dalton’s black tenants to demand that can only 
consider use value. Max, then, cannot understand how supply and demand could dictate 
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“an exorbitant rent of eight dollars per week from the Thomas family for one 
unventilated, rat-infested room in which four people eat and sleep” especially when the 
cost of similar housing is much cheaper in other sections of the city.32  
Furthermore, Dalton claims he can charge such a high rate for his kitchenette 
because there is a housing shortage. But Native Son insists that there are many empty 
buildings all over the black belt. When Bigger and Bessie are looking for a place to hide, 
Bigger says, “We can stay in some of them old houses for a while…There’s plenty of 
‘em. It’ll be like hiding in a jungle.”33 Indeed, there is a repetitive insistence in the novel 
on mentioning the old, empty buildings that pepper the black belt. Walking westward on 
Wabash Avenue, Bigger again notes that “there were many empty buildings with black 
windows, like blind eyes, buildings like skeletons standing with snow on their bones in 
the winter winds.”34 And, again, as Bigger hides from the authorities in one of these 
empty buildings, he finds himself looking into the window of a neighboring flat where he 
sees a family of five crowded into one room, the children watching two adults in the act 
of making love. This reminds him of the “many mornings” he had watched his own father 
and mother in the act. “He turned away, thinking: Five of ‘em sleeping in one room and 
here’s a great big empty building with just me in it.”35 As is evident in these instances, 
the novel’s insistence on depicting the presence of so many empty buildings causes the 
reader to find Dalton’s explanation of a housing shortage somewhat suspect. 
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Wright’s insistence on this irony of a housing shortage in the midst of empty 
buildings is yet again emphasized in Bigger’s reminiscences of trying to find a flat for his 
family, but this time he references a particularly pernicious process of spatial production:  
He knew that empty flats were scarce in the Black Belt; whenever his mother 
wanted to move she had to put in requests long months in advance. He 
remembered that his mother had once made him tramp the streets for two whole 
months looking for a place to live. The rental agencies had told him that there 
were not enough houses for Negroes to live in, that the city was condemning 
houses in which Negroes lived as being too old and too dangerous for habitation. 
And he remembered the time when the police had come and driven him and his 
mother and his brother and sister out of a flat in a building which had collapsed 
two days after they had moved.36  
 
While the excuse that these many buildings were condemned may seem to justify 
Dalton’s claim about a housing shortage (and indeed, there was undoubtedly a shortage 
crisis in many urban areas in the United States at the time, Chicago experiencing some of 
the worst of it), Bigger’s reminiscence of the rental agency’s explanation that the city was 
condemning houses alludes to a process that was not as innocent as it may seem.  
This process, known as “utility maximizing,” occurs when the “producers of 
housing services…are in a quasi-monopolistic position” from which arises class 
monopoly: “There is a class of housing consumers who have no credit rating and who 
have no choice but to rent wherever they can. A class of landlords emerges to provide for 
the needs of those consumers but since the consumers have no choice the landlords, as a 
class, have monopoly power.” What results is that while “individual landlords compete 
with each other, …as a class they exhibit certain common patterning in behavior—they 
will withdraw housing from the market, for example, if the rate of return on capital falls 
                                                          





below a certain level.”37 Dalton’s explanation as to why he charges exorbitant rent for 
poor housing for blacks alludes to principles of class monopoly power as described by 
Harvey. Dalton says that “to charge them less rent would be unethical” because he would 
be “underselling [his] competitors.” When Max questions whether realtors have come to 
an agreement about what renters in the black belt should be charged, Dalton says “No. 
But there’s a code of ethics in business.”38 Harvey explanation for what Dalton calls this 
“code of ethics” is that “individual monopolists maximize profit by producing to the 
point where marginal cost equals marginal revenue rather than price (as would be the 
case under pure competition). This means lower output, higher price and higher profit 
under both individual and class monopoly.”39 To fix up the old buildings in Native Son in 
compliance with regulations would mean a lower rate of return for the landlords because 
not only would upkeep and/or renovation require investment, but if supply were 
increased, they would not be able to successfully charge such exorbitant rents. So the 
excuse about a housing shortage due to deteriorating buildings neglects the actual causes 
of that deterioration.  
Exacerbating these conditions, even allowing them, of course, is racial 
segregation, which goes even further to prohibit escape of the poor from the 
consequences of monopoly. When Dalton tries to downplay racist rental practices that 
keep black people in the black belt, he says simply that it is “an old custom.” When Max 
asks whether Dalton thinks the custom is right, Dalton answers that he thinks “Negroes 
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are happier when they’re together,” though he has no source to prove this claim. But Max 
insists: “Aren’t they more profitable when they’re together?”40 Here Max uncovers how 
the perpetuation of segregation and racial discrimination further strengthens class 
monopoly power. 
In Making the Second Ghetto, Arnold Hirsch provides historical context for this 
rampant deterioration in South Side Chicago. As the Black Belt filled to over double its 
capacity and conditions worsened for its inhabitants, those desperate to escape and who 
had the financial ability to compete for white housing braved the repercussions of 
stepping outside of the line. According to Hirsch, the mere “threat” of black presence in a 
neighborhood was enough to initiate the process of deterioration:  
As the expanding Black Belt approached white residential areas, those 
neighborhoods entered what realtors called a ‘stagnant’ period. Whites no longer 
bought homes in the community and blacks had yet to make their first appearance. 
Rents and purchase prices were lowered in the futile attempt to attract white 
residents, lending agencies refused to grant mortgages in such ‘threatened’ areas, 
and, of course, they demurred in providing financing to the first blacks to ‘break’ 
a block. With the future of the area uncertain and income restricted, landlords and 
homeowners often cut back on the maintenance of their properties. Deterioration 
thus frequently set in before blacks moved into the community.41  
 
 Additionally, speculators stepped in to facilitate the process of racial succession. 
Because individual whites would refuse to sell to blacks and banks very rarely made 
loans to blacks seeking housing in white areas, the only option in many cases was to deal 
with a speculator. Hirsch reports that only one in 241 white savings and loan associations 
financed a loan to a black family in an all-white neighborhood. Most financial institutions 
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refused to make conventional loans to black home buyers at this time.42 The speculators 
made huge profits as they fed on white fear and black lack of options. “Exploiting the 
fears held by whites, promising cash and a quick sale, the speculator bought cheaply from 
transition-area customers. Providing financing and new housing to a literally captive 
market, they sold dearly to blacks and made profits on both transactions.” Hirsch found 
that the cost of homes facilitated by speculators in Chicago were sold at an increase 
between 35 percent and 115 percent with an average increase of 73 percent. And 
speculators kept title to the property, so black “owners” were subject to eviction if they 
had any trouble with the installment payments.43 This meant that black property owners 
did not have the means to provide upkeep. In an address to the United States Commission 
on Civil Rights, acting executive director of the Chicago Commission on Human 
Relations Frederick D. Pollard, testified that any black person who bought a home from a 
speculator would “have to abuse his property in some way to meet this financial burden.” 
As a result, owners took in lodgers, were unable to keep up on maintenance, and often 
converted their houses into multi-family homes in order to make payments. Pollard 
concluded that the “most deteriorating structures” were “almost certainly” those bought 
on contract from speculators.44 In this most egregious form of class monopoly power, 
those who had the ability to control supply in the face of great demand could make 
exorbitant profits.     
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 I argue that Native Son points to the ways in which the production of South Side 
Chicago was, by no means, an innocent process. Wright’s polemic stresses the social 
forces that yield urban spaces such as the black belt and the kitchenette in particular, all 
the while illuminating the ways these same processes fed the production of the wealthier 
areas. Though Dalton is characterized as a somewhat well-intentioned philanthropist to 
black life in Chicago, the novel condemns his monopoly practices that not only produce 
the living conditions Bigger and his family endure, but that relied on racial discrimination 
to build the monopoly in the first place. This spatial production is a process about which 
Wright is explicit in other writings. In 12 Million Black Voices, he concludes his focus on 
the kitchenette by arguing that it piles up “mountains of profits for the Bosses of the 
Buildings and makes them ever more determined to keep things as they are….The 
kitchenette is the funnel through which our pulverized lives flow to ruin and death on the 
city pavements, at a profit….”45 In Native Son, Bigger himself begins to question the 
material causes of his hatred once he is exposed to the material juxtaposition of Drexel 
Boulevard and Indiana Avenue. 
 
White Fear and White Flight: A Changing Map  
What is important about Wright’s depiction of housing is that in calling out such 
matters of uneven development, the novel is engaging contemporary discourses about 
private property, public housing, white flight, fear of racial succession, and the changing 
map of urban areas that were sweeping the nation’s cities at the time. What I want to 
                                                          





show here is that the novel depicts white fear about their property as an all-consuming 
concern and I argue that Native Son is intentionally stoking fears about black 
encroachment on white neighborhoods. 
 
  
Figure 4. Census maps displaying the growth of Chicago’s black population in 1940, 1950, and 1960. Hirsch, Making 
the Second Ghetto, Chapter 1. 
 
That matters of property and housing are of essential importance in the public life 
of Chicago at this time is evident in Native Son. One telling example is Buckley’s 
prosecuting argument about why it is important to serve Bigger with the death penalty. 
Discussing a crime that was solely the alleged rape and murder of two women, Buckley 
makes crime against property an essential aspect of his prosecution. He begins his speech 
by saying that if Bigger’s punishment is mitigated by his guilty plea, “if this fiend’s life is 
spared because of such a defense, I shall resign my office and tell those people out there 
in the streets that I can no longer protect their lives and property!”46 While Bigger’s 
crime had only to do with lives, Buckley betrays the fact that an equal—if not greater—
                                                          





concern is with danger to property at this time. Again, in his closing arguments, Buckley 
begins by pleading for the safety of property: “I urge this for the protection of our 
society, our homes and our loved ones….the enforcement of this law in its most drastic 
form will enable millions of honest men and women to sleep in peace tonight, to know 
that tomorrow will not bring the black shadow of death over their homes and lives!”47 His 
emphasis on homes and property in a case that had nothing to do with property is 
significant. I argue that this “black shadow” is the specter of black tenancy and 
homeownership “threatening” white property owners, particularly in areas surrounding 
the Black Belt in the 30s and 40s.  
Max’s defense similarly highlights the importance of property to those who fear 
the implications of an expanding black belt. In his closing argument he links the general 
public’s desire to serve Bigger with the death penalty with the desire to protect property: 
“When men of wealth urge the use and show of force, quick death, swift revenge, then it 
is to protect a little spot of private security against the resentful millions in whose militant 
hearts the dream and hope of security still lives.”48 The “little spot of private security” is 
a decidedly spatial reference. What these references to housing and property suggest is 
the attention Native Son is paying to discourses about such issues in society at the time. 
Despite this clear attention to concerns over private property, though, most 
scholarship on the novel has not registered the exceptional emphasis the narrative places 
on housing, white flight, and racial succession in the changing geography of mid-century 
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Chicago. The one exception is Catherine Jurca’s astute analysis of white flight in Native 
Son that attends to the spaces in the novel to show that Bigger is an agent rather than an 
individual determined by unjust spaces. She claims that in “asserting Bigger’s haunting 
desire to be ‘at home’ and linking the project of homecoming to the murder of his 
slumlord’s daughter, it insists on the expansive ambitions of those most confined by 
segregation’s walls.”49 To Jurca, Bigger’s “trespass” into the wealthy neighborhood of 
Hyde Park-Kenwood, and specifically into the white girl’s bedroom, reveals Bigger as an 
agent rather than a victim of social circumstances and places. To Jurca, Bigger’s trespass 
is a purposeful act that parallels the expanding Black Belt. While I agree with her starting 
point, which applies a historicized lens of white flight to understand the novel’s spaces, I 
depart from her conclusion of Bigger’s expansive ambitions. Jurca’s analysis is limited to 
the social phenomenon of white flight, while I extend the parameters of such an 
investigation by considering the housing policies, public discourses, and social realist 
aims of the era to more fully elucidate the meaning-making project of the novel’s places. 
The fuller historical context disallows, in my view, a reading of such purposeful agency. 
Instead, understanding the discourses as well as the movement of the era leads to a 
reading of Bigger’s growing awareness as something in its infancy during his moment of 
trespass into Mary’s bedroom.   
Native Son enters the American housing story at the height of a housing crisis 
made worse by the Depression. As I discuss in the introduction, higher costs of housing 
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and limited availability in much of the urban North was met by growing populations from 
Eastern Europe and the American South. These issues were exacerbated by the Great 
Depression, which stalled the construction industry and saw half of home mortgages in 
the country fall into default. A presentation by The Committee on Negro Housing at 
President Hoover’s emergency Conference on Home Building and Home Ownership in 
1931 showed that African Americans experienced the worst conditions of this urgent 
situation due to segregation of housing and of the work force. In her study of housing 
policy in the United States, Gail Radford confirms that black people suffered most 
severely in the crisis. For example, in New York,  
African Americans were the hardest hit by unemployment because theirs were the 
most marginal jobs. In 1933, the Urban League calculated that 66 percent of 
Harlem's workforce was unemployed. Income loss led to more extreme crowding. 
In the twenties, the population density in black sections of Manhattan was about 
50 percent higher than for the rest of the island. By the mid-thirties, the Mayor’s 
Commission on City Planning reported density levels in some African-American 
neighborhoods to be practically double what they had been ten years before. Not 
surprisingly, the death rate from tuberculosis in Harlem was approximately twice 
that of Manhattan as a whole, and the district had the highest infant mortality rate 
in city.50  
 
The situation in Chicago’s South Side was no better than that of Harlem and, rather than 
improving after the depression, it continued to be problematic in the era following WWII, 
growing more overcrowded as migration from the South renewed with vigor. By the mid 
1940s, the population of Chicago’s South Side increased to an estimated 375,000 while it 
only had residences for 110,000. Between 1940 and 1950 there were 80,000 conversions 
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to kitchenettes and a plague of rats set up home in the area, making attacks on sleeping 
children a regular occurrence, sometimes maiming and even killing them.51 
It was precisely at this time, due to the desperate conditions in many cities across 
the United States, that a public housing bill made headway in the federal government. 
Beginning in the 1930s, Congress registered the inability of the free market to address the 
housing needs of urban areas that were growing at these unprecedented rates. Concern 
over the crisis reached such a fever pitch during the Great Depression that Congress 
responded by enacting legislation—for the first time in history and contrary to all 
previous imperatives to keep the government out of the housing market—to fund and 
build permanent residences. Congress had previously shied away from funding public 
housing as a way to address the housing crisis, but as the effects of the Depression 
loomed, the need for permanent federal involvement became inevitable. That is, the crisis 
was so severe that Congress could no longer stand by and watch. A long debated bill 
purportedly about public housing finally became a reality through the New Deal 
programs where, according to Radford, “the passage of the National Industrial Recovery 
Act with its provision for a federal housing program created a political opening that made 
possible the first direct federal intervention into the housing sector during peacetime.”52 
 During the years in which this housing bill was on the docket, it was heatedly 
debated by multiple parties. Proponents of a housing bill, such as prominent “housers” 
Edith Elmer Wood and Catherine Bauer, spoke out about the failure of the private market 
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to provide adequate housing for the lower two-thirds of the population. They relied on 
evidence of the absolute failure of the trickle-down theory propounded during the real-
estate boom of the 20s. Radford cites a finding from the Department of Welfare in 
Chicago that while new construction in the 20s helped lower rent for those who could 
afford over $30 per month, those paying between $25 and $30 per month saw no change, 
and those below the $25 per month range actually saw an increase in rent. Housing 
between $15 and $19 per month saw a four percent increase in 1925.53 For this reason, 
housers sought to improve the lives of the poor by advocating for the creation of 
community-oriented housing projects that could become stable, life-long residences for 
those priced out of the housing market. Less idealistic proponents of federal housing still 
supported the measures that relied on the legacy of the progressive era reform arguments 
to focus on alleviating social problems and enforcing order. According to Gwendolyn 
Wright, “most housing officials…believed that they could reform poor families by 
situating them in model environments....Champions of public housing declared that it 
would cut mortality rates and stamp out prostitution, reduce crime and eliminate juvenile 
delinquency.”54 These paternalistic arguments seemed to reach a larger audience of 
people concerned about the degradation of their cities at this time of rapid growth.  
On the other hand, opposition to public housing was staunch. That public housing 
was a socialist project, that one’s taxes shouldn’t go to support undeserving subjects, or 
that federal involvement would negatively affect the private market were some of the 
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outspoken arguments against federal interference. Wright argues that “a powerful real-
estate lobby, underwritten by the National Association of Real Estate Boards, the 
National Association of Home Builders, and the American Savings and Loan League, the 
Mortgage Bankers Association, and the American Bankers Association, opposed public 
housing as socialistic and improvident.” This lobby’s narrative relied heavily on the 
entrenched American belief, discussed in the introduction, that owning one’s own home 
created important civic virtues of responsibility and self-reliance so they were outspoken 
about the way public housing would degrade the republic. Billboards displayed in many 
cities across the U.S. challenged the misuse of tax dollars: “CAN YOU AFFORD TO 
PAY SOMEBODY ELSE’S RENT?” and “GOVERNMENT HOUSING IS NOT 
FREE.”55 The National Lumber Dealers Association voiced their concerns to Congress 
that the government interference severely disabled private construction.  
 Due to these discourses, by the time the bill made it through Congress, emphasis 
on the well-being of the poor had been almost completely subverted to an emphasis on 
slum removal and urban revitalization. The only way public housing could get support 
was through convincing the public and decision makers that public housing was a 
secondary result of slum removal and urban renewal. The only way people could be 
convinced that their tax dollars would be going to “good use” was to frame the process in 
a way that focused on revitalization of urban areas rather than what was viewed as 
entitlement programs for the poor.  






In focusing on the aspect of public housing, however, these discourses hid the fact 
that the vast majority of funds from the bill went to middle- and upper-class home buyers 
rather than to the poor seeking refuge from the effects of the housing crisis. According to 
Radford, “The first permanent piece of federal legislation” was a “system of federally 
supervised banks for mortgage lenders as a way of expanding the supply of housing 
capital.”56 It provided far greater subsidies for construction companies, supply 
production, and the home finance market. Influenced largely by the housing industry and 
real estate lobbyists, the result of the long-debated housing bill favored middle-class and 
wealthy American citizens, to whom were directed the vast majority of federal housing 
funds while a much smaller portion of the budget went to meet the needs of the very poor 
and the lower class of working people. This legislation set in motion a system of 
eligibility that arguably continues to this day. Radford argues that “by the end of the 
1930s, a long-term pattern for federal housing policy had emerged,” defined by two tiers. 
“The top one, which implemented most of the proposals that business groups had been 
making since the end of the First World War, consisted of institutional arrangements 
employing the federal government to organize and subsidize financial markets, thereby 
providing low-cost capital to producers and consumers of market-produced housing”57 
and the bottom provided “poorly regarded, poorly funded programs for the least 
affluent.”58 In short, the housing bill that finally passed offered generous financing for 
middle- and upper-class home buyers while the budget for public housing was greatly 
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reduced. By 1940 40 percent of all new-housing starts were guaranteed by FHA 
insurance,59 and those able to take advantage of the financing (in other words, those not 
prohibited by poverty or racial restrictions) sought single-family dwellings in the 
outskirts of urban areas where land was cheaper and readily available.  
 The sweeping implications of this bill are that it dramatically transformed urban 
space, not by adding domiciles throughout the city, but by facilitating a massive out-
migration. The housing bill of 1937 transformed urban space in that it enabled white 
flight while indirectly barring any kind of flight to blacks and the poor. According to 
Radford, “African Americans and poor people of all races benefited little from the 
advantages that suburban living offered the majority of white families….Although the 
Supreme Court declared in 1948 that states could not enforce racially exclusive property 
covenants, the FHA continued to work with developers who refused to sell to blacks.” 60 
Hirsch argues that this era beginning just after the first housing act initiated a period that 
he calls the formation of the second ghetto. This era of white flight, unprecedented in US 
history, took large portions of the middle- and upper-class population as well as 
important tax revenue away from the inner cities. In addition, it opened up more area for 
the black belt to expand: “The renewal of housing construction on the city’s outskirts and 
in the burgeoning suburbs in the years following World War II…indirectly pulled blacks 
into neighborhoods previously closed to them. As whites in the central city began the trek 
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to Chicago’s fringes, vacancies began to appear around the Black Belt.” Hirsch argues 
that this enlarged the black belt, but made it even more insular.61 
As discussed earlier, Native Son is oddly insistent about the presence of empty 
buildings in Chicago’s South Side. I argue that the large, vacant buildings in the black 
belt are specters of white freedom of movement. When Bigger takes Bessie to the empty 
house where he plans to hide her, he realizes the similarities it shares with the Dalton 
house:  
He saw dusty walls, walls almost like those of the Dalton home. The doorways 
were wider than those of any house in which he had ever lived. Some rich folks 
lived here once, he thought. Rich white folks. That was the way most houses on 
the South Side were, ornate, old, stinking; homes once of rich white people, now 
inhabited by Negroes or standing dark and empty with yawning black windows.62 
   
The reference to the Dalton home is not insignificant here. In fact, Hyde Park-Kenwood, 
the Dalton’s neighborhood, was one of the first areas to be “threatened” with the 
expanding Black Belt. According to Hirsch, it was during the 40s and 50s that “the 
traditional Cottage Grove Ave barrier that separated Hyde Park from the black belt was 
shattered.”63  
This shattering of boundaries came up against great resistance by those whites 
who stayed behind: “For whites perceiving themselves as the victims of black territorial 
expansion, the entire process of racial transition, from beginning to end, guaranteed 
strong responses.”64 In a speech at the University of Chicago in 1951, Chancellor 
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Lawrence A. Kimpton emphasized that when the university had been founded in the late 
1800s, its Hyde Park location was “the most desirable residential district in the city.” The 
“carriages of Chicago’s elite moved sedately down Drexel Street and nobody dreamed of 
the process of decay that would set in over the next half century.”65 In placing the 
Daltons on Drexel, I argue, Wright threatens readers of impending encroachment. The 
fear that these boundaries would be shattered is a fear with which Native Son taunts white 
readership. 
This sense of encroachment is depicted through an ironic twist in Native Son 
when Bigger comes across maps of a blackening South Side Chicago. During his flight, 
Bigger secures a newspaper in which he finds “a black-and-white map of the South Side, 
around the borders of which was a shaded portion an inch deep.” The description under 
the map reads: “Shaded portion shows area already covered by police and vigilantes in 
search for Negro rapist and murderer. White portion shows area yet to be searched.”66 In 
the search for Bigger, the local newspapers record spatially the infiltration of whites into 
black neighborhoods, and the speed with which this infiltration occurs means imminent 
doom for Bigger. He registers the rapid pace at which “the white portion was shrinking 
rapidly,” and merely a day later, he finds another paper whose map displayed 
significantly less white space: “This time the shaded area had deepened from both the 
north and south, leaving a small square of white in the middle of the oblong Black 
Belt.”67 What is profound about these maps is that while they represent Bigger’s flight, 
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they ironically reflect the inverse fear of Chicago growing blacker, of the black belt 
expanding with uncontrollable speed. The rapid pace at which the white area gets shaded 
in emphasizes the paranoia of Chicago’s map growing blacker and the need for vigilance 
to police against this. I argue that this paranoia represents the public fear that the novel 
engages.   
Feeding the paranoia about racial succession were discourses that emphasized 
African Americans as undesirable neighbors due to the degeneration they were said to 
bring to a white neighborhood. By the late thirties in Chicago, this aspect of undesirable 
neighbors and how they would affect a neighborhood was a charged topic. For example, 
in 1937 Charles F. Lewis presented a paper to the Forty-Ninth Annual Meeting of the 
American Economic Association in which he puts forward his opinion on federal 
involvement in housing. He suggests that the primary issues facing the housing crisis: 
“The depreciated neighborhood and the development and protection of good 
neighborhoods are one of most important problems.” He argues “no district can be 
stronger than its weakest member family, financially and otherwise. Invasions of all sorts 
creep in. There are invasions of bad architecture, invasions of objectionable use, 
invasions of undesirable residents, and invasions of foreclosure.”68   
As I have shown, practices of class monopoly particularly by speculators, made it 
nearly impossible for any black home-buyer to purchase a home at a fair price and keep it 
in good condition. Hirsch found that “as racial succession progressed, the conditions 
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produced by real estate speculation and exploitation began to yield visible proof to those 
who believed that black ‘invasion’ meant slum creation.”69 Prominent discourses during 
the 40s emphasized the way in which these conditions created the perceived connection 
between black residents and degeneration. Lucille Sproggins urged the Chicago Urban 
League to “take a stand and publicize what is being done to Negro people who are 
capable of paying reasonable rents, but cannot have the privilege of maintaining a 
home…in decent apartments without additional roomers.” Lea Taylor argued in 1945 that 
“the buildings into which the negroes are being moved are producing such 
congestion…that it…is impossible for them to live decently. The inference [in the 
neighborhoods] is that that is the way negroes like to live.” And Pollard argued in his 
testimony to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, that contract buying led to effects that 
caused whites to “accept uncritically the idea that communities deteriorate when Negroes 
move in.”70  
That Wright sought to engage this fear is not insignificant, for it had incredible 
implications for the wellbeing of blacks in Chicago. In an effort to “preserve” their 
property and business interests, those who did not have the freedom to leave the inner 
city—established businesses and less-affluent whites—fought politically and on the street 
to resist racial integration in Chicago’s housing stock. Politically enacted slum removal 
(what many now call “Negro removal”) and persistent housing-related rioting worked 
together to enact a retrenchment of the slum, or what Hirsch calls the making of the 
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second ghetto. Hirsch argues that the political machinations of business interests in 
downtown Chicago and violent resistance by “ethnic whites” who did not have the means 
to move to the outskirts of the city were the two primary factors in producing the “second 
ghetto.”  
For lower-class whites who were trying to “preserve” the neighborhoods and 
communities they and their parents had created for themselves after making a new home 
in the United States, mob rioting was the primary mode. In “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” 
Wright acknowledges the prominence of mob behavior that sought to preserve the racial 
homogeneity of neighborhoods. He argues that the average American citizen wouldn’t 
believe the realist depiction of Bigger’s slum life, but “this same average citizen, with his 
kindness, his American sportsmanship and good will, would probably act with the mob if 
a self-respecting Negro family moved into his apartment building to escape the Black 
Belt and its terrors and limitations.”71 Hirsch says that in the years after the Second 
World War “Chicago endured a pattern of chronic urban guerrilla warfare that was 
related less to ideological currents than to the ebb and flow of populations.” Even before 
the end of WWII, tension mounted as “refugees from the disastrously overcrowded Black 
Belt sought new homes in previously restricted areas of the city, [and] the number of 
violent incidents aimed at driving out black ‘invaders’ increased dramatically.”  He says, 
“The late 1940s became an era analogous to that of 1917-21 when one racially motivated 
bombing or arson occurred every twenty days. Moreover, large housing riots—the 
mobbing of black homes by hundreds, if not thousands, of whites—broke out, thus 
                                                          





revealing a form of resistance rarely seen outside the context of a large citywide 
disorder.” The Chicago Commission on Human Relations reported that of 485 racial 
incidents in the last half of the 1940s, 357 were issues of housing.72   
In addition to resistance against individual black families seeking homes in white 
neighborhoods, site selection for public housing projects met with such public outcry that 
almost all sites in the city were placed in slum areas, merely furthering slum conditions. 
What Hirsch finds is that site selection for public housing projects were heavily 
influenced by these riots, that “CHA policy was made in the streets.”73 The result was 
that The Chicago Housing Authority, charged with choosing sites, demurred to the mob 
and placed all public housing in slum areas in which the cost of land was so high that the 
meager budget for public housing was made even more deficient.74 
Additionally, businesses located in the central city—namely the University of 
Chicago, Marshall Field and Company, and Chicago Title and Trust Company—fought 
heavily against the degradation they believed would result if blacks moved into their 
areas and fought for the revitalization of their business districts. Instead of riots in the 
street, administrators and businessmen used their influence to create and enable 
legislation that started a period of “urban renewal” in Chicago. Hirsch says “those 
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economic and institutional interests that had the money, time, personnel, and influence to 
conduct surveys, make plans, draft legislation, and implement renewal did so. They 
exerted positive power by guiding the machinery of government.”75 This legislation gave 
the CHA immense powers of eminent domain. What this did, Hirsch argues, was created 
“Negro removal” so that they could “preserve” the sections of the city that were being 
threatened by black presence. Their efforts resulted in forcing the CHA to focus primarily 
on relocation in order to clear land for redevelopment.76  
 These political machinations together with mob rioting in the streets served to 
firmly entrench the enlarged ghetto of Chicago’s Black Belt. Native Son’s focus on 
property, racial succession, and housing issues of the era reflects the novel’s awareness of 
discourses and maneuverings that had dramatic effects on the formation of urban cities. 
In this way Wright is at the vanguard even before the greatest violence erupted due to 
housing issues and before further federal housing acts turned the focus directly toward 
urban renewal.  
Wright’s engagement with housing discourses does not try to dispel the narratives 
about degeneration and danger caused by black presence in a neighborhood. While his 
portrait of Bigger becomes more sympathetic as the narrative goes on, Wright is not 
compelled to paint a picture of the best of black life, for which he had many critics in the 
black community. In an oft-quoted passage from “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born,” Wright 
recounts how he felt he had made a grave mistake by writing a book such as Uncle Tom’s 
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Children over which bankers’ daughters would weep and then feel good about. “I swore 
to myself that if I ever wrote another book, no one would weep over it; that it would be so 
hard and deep that they would have to face it without the consolation of tears.”77 Most 
critics read this claim as Wright’s motivation to write a story that would show how the 
environment creates hardened individuals—that Bigger is a product of his environment. 
But I argue that the novel is stoking the flame to white fears purposefully in order to 
suggest that whites must face the way in which the spatial restrictions and boundaries of 
the black belt were tenuous at best. Resisting the move to elicit paternalistic sympathy by 
painting a portrait of the “deserving poor”—the mistake he says he made in Uncle Tom’s 
Children—Native Son, instead, acts as a warning that the spatial injustice it exposes—the 
injustice Bigger slowly comes to understand—will catalyze revolt and chaos that will 
affect American society as a whole. 
It is the spatial restriction itself that creates in Bigger a defiant sense of resistance. 
Even at the start, Bigger and his friends discuss the big heist they will try to pull off with 
their first theft against a white person: “They had the feeling that the robbing of Blum’s 
would be a violation of the ultimate taboo; it would be a trespassing into territory where 
the full wrath of an alien white world would be turned loose upon them; in short, it would 
be a symbolic challenge to the white world’s rule over them; a challenge which they 
yearned to make, but were afraid to.”78 The specifically spatial diction of trespass and 
territory are important here. It emphasizes that trespass itself would be a symbolic 
                                                          
 
 





challenge claiming that the spaces whites worked so desperately to “protect” could be 
breached. More importantly, the novel suggests that in some ways the challenge is a 
response to the injustice of the white world’s rule over them. This is something Bigger is 
later able to articulate when in searching for a store from which to buy some bread, he 
registers the injustice of white-owned stores in the black belt: “Almost all businesses in 
the Black Belt were owned by Jews, Italians, and Greeks.... He came to a chain grocery 
store. Bread sold here for five cents a loaf, but across the ‘line’ where white folks lived, it 
sold for four.”79 The physical boundaries of Blume’s Delicatessen—the four walls 
separating his shop from the black-inhabited world of the black belt—are imbued, by 
Blume’s whiteness, with a power that allows him to charge more for his products than he 
could anywhere else in the city. In registering the injustice of white-owned businesses in 
the black belt, Bigger yearns to make a symbolic challenge that would nullify that 
endowed power. There is a way in which the desire to challenge the boundaries of 
Blume’s Delicatessen is a desire to reclaim the penny-per-loaf charge made possible only 
because of spatial particulars.   
Bigger’s awareness of his nascent urge to resist becomes clear when he explains 
to Max how he resented spatial boundaries. When Bigger gets a chance to tell his story, 
he tells Max that he had not stayed in his place. Max asked him what he had wanted to do 
with his life and he said that he wanted to be an aviator, but that “they built a big school 
and then drew a line around it and said that nobody could go to it but those who lived 
within the line. They kept all the colored boys out.” He also confessed that he would have 
                                                          





liked to be in business. “But what chance has a black guy got in business? We ain’t got 
no money. We don’t own no mines, no railroads, no nothing. They don’t want us to. They 
make us stay in one little spot….” 
“And you didn’t want to stay there?” 
Bigger glanced up; his lips tightened. There was a feverish pride in his bloodshot 
eyes. 
“I didn’t.”80  
 
Bigger’s pride is important here. He realizes that there may be some value or something 
to be praised by resisting the barriers others have erected for him. This is confirmed in 
Bigger’s musings about why he and his family had to live the way they did when people 
like the Daltons lived in such luxury. Maybe, he thinks, it is because “they had not done 
anything. Maybe they had to live this way precisely because none of them in all their 
lives had ever done anything, right or wrong, that mattered much.”81 This passage ends 
with Bigger’s awareness of necessary action—of the potential importance of fighting 
against the forces producing such abject living conditions and circumscribed lives. He 
realizes that “all his life he had been most alive, most himself when he had felt things 
hard enough to fight for them.”82  
This resistance to barriers resonates with Wright’s own account of his experience 
working with the “Biggers” in Chicago. He recounts his time working at the South Side 
Boys Club and how much he resented it because he realized his role was to protect white 
property: “Here I felt for the first time that the rich folk who were paying my wages did 
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not really give a good goddamn about Bigger….They were paying me to distract Bigger 
with ping pong, checkers, swimming, marbles, and baseball in order that he might not 
roam the streets and harm the valuable white property which adjoined the Black Belt.” 
He confesses that he would dream of encouraging the boys to challenge these insincere 
motives by breaching the very boundaries they were set up to protect: 
I would work hard with these Biggers, and when it would come time for me to go 
home I’d say to myself, under my breath so that no one could hear: ‘Go to it, 
boys! Prove to the bastards that gave you these games that life is stronger than 
ping-pong….Show them that full-blooded life is harder and hotter than they 
suspect, even though that life is draped in black skin which at heart they 
despise….’ They did. The police blotters of Chicago are testimony to how much 
they did.”83  
 
Here and in the scene where Bigger and his friends plan to rob Blum’s, we are given a 
view that the spatial restrictions themselves were producing an urge to challenge. 
That unjust barriers catalyze revolutionary fervor is a common theme in Wright’s 
early work. In “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” Wright conveys the way the Jim Crow 
restrictions placed on him caused him to develop a revolutionary sense: “It was this 
intolerable sense of feeling and understanding so much, and yet living on a plane of 
social reality where the look of a world which one did not make or own struck one with a 
blinding objectivity and tangibility, that made me grasp the revolutionary impulse in my 
life and the lives of those about me and far away.”84 In Native Son, Max warns the jury 
and courtroom spectators that people are beginning to feel things hard enough to fight for 
them, that there will be a revolt against the spatial restrictions and injustice. He warns 
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that if Bigger is served the death penalty, there will be more deaths like Mary’s. “In your 
rage and guilt, make thousands of other black men and women feel that the barriers are 
tighter and higher! Kill him and swell the tide of pent-up lava that will some day break 
loose, not in a single, blundering, accidental, individual crime, but in a wild cataract of 
emotion that will brook no control.”85 Again we have diction of space in Max’s reference 
to barriers, which he warns would be felt to have grown tighter and higher with Bigger’s 
death. The tightening of these barriers, Max warns, will only lead to revolt. His defense 
continues with a warning about what could happen to the spatial order of the city: “Who 
knows when some slight shock, disturbing the delicate balance between social order and 
thirsty aspiration, shall send the skyscrapers in our cities toppling.”86  
In Max’s final conversation with Bigger, Max leads Bigger to the window to look 
at the buildings in the Loop and explains that “the men who own those buildings are 
afraid. They want to keep what they own, even if it makes others suffer. In order to keep 
it, they push men down in the mud and tell them that they are beasts. But men, men like 
you, get angry and fight to re-enter those buildings, to live again.”87At a time when 
business interests in the Loop were fighting against racial succession and making great 
gains that eventuated in urban renewal of the Loop, these words seem almost literally 
prescient. I argue that this spatial diction is not coincidental, nor is it merely 
metaphorical. As I have shown, this era saw the majority of race-relations issues centered 
on housing and racial succession in Chicago. This spatial reality was the materialization 
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of the financial, political, and social interests that exploited black poverty for white gain. 
And as Hirsch has persuasively argued, these powerful forces were working to entrench 
the ghetto and make spatial restrictions even more profound than in the era of overt 
segregation. What I am arguing here is that this novel is warning the white world that 
these spatial restrictions can be challenged while simultaneously investigating what it 
might take to get people to fight for their rights. At a time when white ethnics and 
business interests were fighting voraciously to keep blacks out of their neighborhoods, 
Wright is investigating what it might take to get black people to fight back and 
threatening white readership with the potential implications of such a fight.  
 
Revolutionary Consciousness 
Though Wright is viewed as an important contributor to the Depression-era 
cultural front, Native Son offers no proletariat conversion ending where the protagonist 
finds salvific hope in the promise of revolution. In fact, there is no revolutionary action at 
all. Even as Bigger gains deeper awareness of the spatial injustices that make up his life, 
he is led, inevitably, to the electric chair. In this way, Native Son is hardly the protest 
story we find in Wright’s other writings of his early career. Unlike “Fire and Cloud,” one 
of Wright’s stories in Uncle Tom’s Children, no group of disadvantaged people come 
together to march in the street; and unlike the celebratory tone at the end of 12 Million, 
we are not given an image of a black family braving bombs and mobs to move into better 
living conditions outside the Black Belt. The causes for Bigger’s resistance to injustice 





While the novel does celebrate an initial awakening to the realization of injustice, this is 
not the significant spatial agency scholars like Jurca claim for Bigger. But it isn’t a 
reading of environmental determinism either. Instead, this burgeoning awareness 
represents the prerequisites for communal revolution.   
Early in the novel Bigger muses “that some day there would be a black man who 
would whip the black people into a tight band and together they would act and end fear 
and shame.”88 Despite his awareness of and resistance to the spatial injustice causing that 
fear and shame, however, Bigger cannot be that hero. His internalized hatred is too deep. 
Though he dreams of communal revolutionary action, his internalized hatred of his 
community prohibits action: “Dimly, he felt that there should be one direction in which 
he and all other black people could go whole-heartedly….But he felt that such would 
never happen to him and his black people, and he hated them and wanted to wave his 
hand and blot them out”89 The novel suggests that this hatred is a projection of the white 
world’s attitude that Bigger has internalized due largely to his experience of spatial 
injustice. As discussed above, Bigger’s hatred toward his family is a direct result of their 
poor living conditions. He “hated his family because he knew that they were suffering 
and that he was powerless to help them. He knew that the moment he allowed himself to 
feel to its fullness how they lived, the shame and misery of their lives, he would be swept 
out of himself with fear and despair.”90  
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The spatial implications of Bigger’s hatred are apparent in his attitude toward his 
community. Shortly after Mary’s murder, Bigger sits on a streetcar pondering the fear 
and shame she had elicited in him and he connects that to the fear and shame he and his 
fellow black people always felt in the presence of whites. Whites were like a “great 
natural force,” threatening the black world, but “as long as he and his black folks did not 
go beyond certain limits, there was no need to fear that white force….As long as they 
lived here in this prescribed corner of the city, they paid mute tribute to it.” In this 
passage Bigger associates fear, shame and injustice with segregation and poor living 
conditions in Chicago. He imagines “making a stand against that white force,” but no 
sooner does he express hope about revolutionary action than he loses that hope 
completely: “…but that dream would fade when he looked at the other black people near 
him.”91 This lack of faith is emphasized once again when Bigger’s musings of solidarity 
are tempered by his disillusionment. Just as soon as he imagines collective action, he 
betrays his lack of confidence in such action due to the internalized hatred the spatial 
reality of South Side Chicago implants in its inhabitants.  
  There may be no revolutionary action in Native Son, but I argue that the 
revolutionary aspect of the novel is Bigger’s burgeoning awareness. It is a vision of very 
basic beginnings, a novel more in line with other black social realist writers at the time. 
Stacy Morgan argues that black social realist novelists were distinct from both the other 
black social realist artists of their time and from the standard proletarian literature of the 
depression era in that they depicted a less romantic vision, one that conveyed the 
                                                          





shortcomings and fallibility of their protagonists: “If poets were African American social 
realism's revolutionary orators, urging America's masses toward liberation through a 
strategic use of Marxist-inflected, exhortatory oratorical language, novelists were--to 
borrow Locke's phrase--the movement's castigating prophets.” She says:  
Novelists often proved deeply skeptical of the power of any social gospel to 
redeem the American scene, even leftist visions with which they were themselves 
largely sympathetic. Like their peers, of course, most novelists of social realism 
did intend their cultural work to serve as a spur to social change, but as often as 
not they seem to teeter on the brink of outright disillusionment, as if overawed by 
the sheer magnitude of the revolutionary task at hand in the face of remarkably 
intransigent social forces--including not only the mechanisms of government and 
corporate capitalism, but also a paucity of vision on the part of America's poor 
and working classes themselves.”92  
 
Morgan’s characterization of the tempered vision of black social realist novelists helps 
explain some of the seeming contradictions of Native Son as she argues that novelists 
chose “to confront readers with misery and tragedy but also with even more disquieting 
doubts about the tenability of the social realist project itself.” She says their “novels 
suggest that intensive self-critique of the left and America's working classes themselves 
would prove an essential first step to any such transformation.”93  
 Native Son engages this self-critique. There is no doubt that Bigger is depicted 
with paucity of vision in much of Native Son, but Bigger does begin to understand the 
causes of his material reality as well as relations of common plight, both of which ignite a 
new understanding of life. Bigger certainly gains important understanding of the spatial 
injustice from which he and his family suffers, and he gains an awareness of the necessity 
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of resistance. Furthermore, Bigger comes to realize that his hatred toward himself, his 
family, and his community is a hatred that has been internalized by the white world’s 
spatial rule over them. With this inkling of awareness he is able to see beyond himself 
and he finally realizes the interconnectedness of his life with the lives of his family: “He 
had lived and acted on the assumption that he was alone, and now he saw that he had not 
been. What he had done made others suffer.”94 Only when he sees the truth about his 
spatial reality can he overcome the hate and reach the consciousness required for 
communal revolutionary action. The action, of course, does not come in the novel, but 
Native Son illustrates the burgeoning awareness as the first step toward social change.  
 The importance of awakening consciousness for true revolutionary work is 
evident in Wright’s other writings which express how nothing could happen without the 
masses gaining a new consciousness. Only then could they band together to enact actual 
social change. For example, in American Hunger Wright recounts his experience of 
having to go to the relief station to enlist his family for aid. Until then he had felt 
hopeless about the ability of the black masses to rise up in any form of agitation: “I knew 
that the Negroes were lost, ignorant, sick in mind and body. I saw that a vast distance 
separated the agitators from the masses.”95 But at the relief station, he saw a brimming of 
consciousness: “As I waited again I became aware of something happening in the room. 
The black men and women were mumbling quietly among themselves; they had not 
known one another before they had come here, but now their timidity and shame were 
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wearing off and they were exchanging experiences.” This sharing of stories is expressed 
as a rumbling of potential action:  
Before this they had lived as individuals, each somewhat afraid of the other, each 
seeking his own pleasure, each staunch in that degree of Americanism that had 
been allowed him. But now life had tossed them together, and they were learning 
to know the sentiments of their neighbors for the first time; their talking was 
enabling them to sense the collectivity of their lives, and some of the fear was 
passing.  
 
Wright describes feeling that this was the “birth of a new consciousness in these people” 
for “out of their talk was rising a new realization of life. And once this new conception of 
themselves had formed, no power on earth could alter it.”96 As is evident in this 
experience of awakening in American Hunger, Wright argued that the first step to 
revolutionary action was a new level of consciousness, one that arises from shared stories 
and communal exchanges.  
Wright’s confidence in the power of an awakening consciousness is evident in his 
manifesto, “Blueprint for Negro Writing,” which emphasizes the power of story to 
stimulate awareness. Morgan argues that “Blueprint” is “perhaps the most systemic 
articulation of the social realist agenda” in that it contends that “cultural expression could 
more effectively transform people’s social consciousness than could doctrinaire political 
treatises.”97 In “Blueprint” Wright argues the black writer should reject propaganda to 
focus on the questions of awareness and consciousness: “Every first rate novel, poem, or 
play lifts the level of consciousness higher.”98 What this cultural expression could do so 
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effectively is share sentiments, which leads to a realization of collectivity. He critiques 
the bourgeois aims of past black writers, condemning them for being “decorous 
ambassadors who went a-begging to white America” when they should have addressed 
the “Negro himself, his needs, his sufferings, his aspirations.”99 By hearing relatable 
stories of black life in America, Wright argued, people would gain a new realization of 
life, a new consciousness about how their lives were not so distinct from their neighbors.   
My reading of Native Son aligns with the revolutionary injunctions of a new 
consciousness. The novel had undeniable effect, selling 250,000 copies in the first six 
week and it was the first novel by a black author to be selected for the prestigious Book-
of-the-Month-Club. The artist John Wilson said that Native Son was “a very dynamic 
experience in the black community, because here was a man who was speaking very 
directly about the oppression of blacks and doing it with such powerful writing that the 
white world couldn’t ignore him. His book was a best seller because he had exposed this 
underbelly of America at some level.”100 
Native Son’s story of spatial limitations in an era of housing riots and ghetto 
retrenchment would have resonated with many individuals similarly trapped in Chicago’s 
Black Belt. In this way the novel itself can be read as an attempt to address “the negro 
himself” and enable a sense of the collectivity of those lives similarly suffering under 
such extreme spatial injustice. As Wilson states in the quote above, the novel made a 
deep impact on the black community because of the directness with which it told a 
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recognizable story. For Bigger, his small growth in consciousness leads him to 
understand the spatial injustice that not only caused great material hardship, but that also 
formed the hatred he feels toward himself and his community. Once he can see past the 
hatred he is able to embrace the way he shares stories of bad housing and bad living with 
the masses crammed in Chicago’s South Side. This comprehension of shared stories leads 
Bigger to understand the collectivity of his life with the lives around him and this 








Empty Home:  
N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn and the Costs of an Ideal 
 
I remember this war  
and all the wars 
 
and relocation like putting the moon in prison  
with no food and that moon was a crescent 
 
From “The New Apartment, Minneapolis” by Linda Hogan 
 
 
In 1959, a private citizen wrote to his friend complaining about the negative 
effects of recent Borough of Indian Affairs (BIA) efforts to relocate Native Americans 
from the reservations to urban areas in the West: “I have known many Indians who have 
been sold this bill of goods, only to write home begging for their families who were 
‘provided housing’ that consisted of condemned quarters where Negroes were moved out 
and where the mothers had to stay awake nights and fight off the rats to keep them from 
biting their children.”1 As I have shown in the previous chapter, many African American 
neighborhoods in mid-century America were locations fraught with the residues of 
injustice. That Native Americans were, in some areas, taking the leftovers of these spaces 
and consequently dealing with the material realities of such locales is an aspect of the 
mid-century relocation policies and congressional debates about Indian home life that are 
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seldom considered in literary scholarship today. This, however, is the context in which N. 
Scott Momaday positioned his Pulitzer Prize-winning novel House Made of Dawn. 
Discussing the specific historical setting in which he placed his protagonist, Momaday 
highlights the importance of his narrative: “I think that was something I was working 
with, an urban Indian, in a sense. And that was a new thing, you know, the ‘Relocation’ 
program, the ‘50s. Nothing much had been done with that, and it was such a reality.”2 
This chapter focuses on this “reality” in a way in which scholarship on Momaday and this 
novel in particular has not considered. I argue that House Made of Dawn constructs 
meaning out of its limited but powerful realist depictions of the urban housing situation 
for 1950s Native Americans who participated in the relocation program. And the novel 
goes further to examine home spaces on the reservation, which underwent significant 
changes as a result of the relocation policies.   
The Federal Indian Relocation program came about in the context of post-war 
conservatism, growing urbanization, and the termination policies that were a hot topic in 
Congress in the years following World War II. Urbanism was not a foreign concept to 
Native Americans who had been migrating in small numbers to urban areas during the 
first half of the century, and many war veterans had been making a life in cities after their 
experience serving in the armed forces during the world wars.3 But as conditions on 
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reservations continued to worsen, the BIA and Congress sought a solution for “the Indian 
problem” by strongly encouraging and actively facilitating out-migration. In 1951, 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Dillon S. Myer sought funding for an official program to 
help Native Americans relocate to cities in search of a better life away from the 
impoverished reservations.4 Between 1951 and 1973, over 100,000 Native Americans 
moved to the city “on relocation” and another 50,000 more arrived in urban areas under 
relocation’s vocational training program instituted in 1957. Relocation is responsible for 
the largest movement of Indians in American history and is now considered by many to 
have been a continuation of pernicious policies against American Indians. In his second 
book about Indians in the city, Donald Fixico says the program “was once again Indian 
removal like in the 1830s and the following decades when the government ordered 
Indians moved to reservations.”5 The years between 1952 and 1957 saw the greatest 
movement of relocatees from reservations to urban areas, and these were the years when 
policy was particularly insensitive to the needs of urban Indians.  
Momaday places his main character, Abel, in Los Angeles in 1952, and the novel 
explores relocatees’ experiences of home in the city through key moments of social 
realism that are unique to the narrative as a whole. But scholarship hasn’t closely 
examined the importance of this historical setting or the use of realism in the novel. 
Trends in scholarship on House Made of Dawn organize into several large groupings, 
including the importance of the landscape, the power of language, a lens of oral literature 
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and myth, a focus on religion and spirituality, identity and cultural history, and the 
influence of the novel. Quite a few scholars focus on the theme of home in the novel as 
well as in Momaday’s other works, but they generally treat “home” in non-material ways: 
home as an understanding of a group of people to think of themselves as a whole,6 racing 
homeward as incorporating Euro-American ideologies within a Native American 
perspective,7 or how the homing plots of Native American novels show home to be a 
combination of tribalism and relatedness.8 When scholars do attend to the material factors 
in the novel, the focus is on the landscape rather than the house and this landscape 
generally serves as a metaphor or represents something non-material. For example, the 
material spaces depicted in the novel are metaphors for Abel’s psyche,9 or the colors 
depicted in the landscape are a visual representation of the myths of Abel’s people.10 
Those who investigate the urban spaces in the novel also do so in metaphorical terms, 
arguing that there is a staunch dichotomy between the urban—seen as a debilitating space 
of Abel’s psyche—and the reservation as the only space where Abel can be whole.11  My 
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reading is influenced by Sean Teuton, who describes finding home as a realist 
development of a particularly Native American sense of place--what he calls 
“geoidentity.” He argues against essentialist notions of this geoidentity and instead 
contends that “cultural recovery is not a search for historical essence but an 
understanding of the dialectic between identity and experience.”12 The way to come home 
is to identify with the material experience of one’s life. He reads Momaday’s work as 
depicting a realism of dwelling. While Teuton’s treatment is focused on the landscape, I 
investigate the way Momaday depicts the realism of dwelling in actual living abodes in 
order to understand the factors that create Abel’s living experiences and what those 
experiences mean in the novel. Just as the title of the novel underscores the importance of 
housing even as it emphasizes myth, my reading sees the importance of realist home 
places for the novel’s critique of the relocation program in particular and its critique of 
Euro-American ideals about home more generally.  
 
Relocation as Spatial Injustice  
House Made of Dawn draws our attention to the poor living conditions of the 
urban environment through pockets of realism in a novel whose form is otherwise 
difficult to categorize. Critics agree upon “Momaday’s use of modernist patterns of 
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thought and language”13 so uniformly that “we know very well that Momaday’s 
oeuvre…is heavily and fruitfully indebted to the theory and practice of High 
Modernism.”14 Hartwig Isernhagen shows the significant influence of Yvor Winters’ 
modernism on Momaday,15 and Momaday himself has claimed the impact of his 
relationship with Winters on both his academic career and his writing.16 Further still, 
scholars have drawn compelling parallels between stylistic elements in House Made of 
Dawn and the modernist imagery of D. H. Lawrence, Joseph Conrad, William Faulkner, 
and Ernest Hemingway.17 But some scholars challenge this characterization of Momday’s 
style by questioning whether the novel can actually be situated within a Euro-American 
literary context at all since it incorporates Kiowa and Jemez Pueblo worldviews and 
cultural markers.18 At the same time, Momaday has said that he hopes his writing “can’t 
be pinned down.”19 While the novel defies categorization, House Made of Dawn does 
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employ some of the markers of modernism. In its content, it depicts a homeless and 
alienated protagonist. Stylistically, it employs extensive symbolism within a stylistic 
formalism and the narrative is fragmented and circular rather than linear.  
What is striking in this novel of such stylistic virtuosity are moments of realism 
very much at odds with this style. Scholars have not attended to this realism, yet I argue 
that these moments are important in that they draw attention to the conditions of Native 
Americans in urban areas, particularly in Los Angeles, and that they enact a spatial realist 
critique. Even though Momaday has resisted the expectation to be the spokesman for the 
American Indian, and has said that his “writing is not motivated by political 
considerations,”20 the novel exposes injustice in the urban Indian experience through its 
moments of realism. Momaday uses a secondary character, Benally, as the unintentional 
mouthpiece for the novel’s critique, and gives this character one of the four sections of 
the novel in which to tell the story of relocatee life. Benally’s narrative follows the 
characteristics of realism that I discuss in the introduction, particularly the importance of 
sociohistorical contexts that are not mere settings but actually impact the lives of 
characters in a variety of ways. In the novel, this realist placement gives voice to poor 
urban living conditions and the way in which the promises of the relocation program are 
just out of reach. Benally gives us a first-person account of what life is like for a relocatee 
in the city, and from it readers register a critique of the relocation program.  
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One of the issues engaged by the novel’s spatial realist critique is a lack of 
adequate housing. Benally tells us Abel “didn’t have anyplace to stay. The relocation 
people were looking around, I guess, but they hadn’t found a place, and he was going to 
spend the night at the Indian Center.”21 The Indian Center, however, is just a storeroom in 
an alley for donated clothes and food. Benally says it’s “just an old frame building, and 
you can see through the cracks in the walls, but you can make a pretty good bed out of 
those old coats and things, and you can keep warm. But there’s no toilet and no 
lights….A lot of guys get sick in there, too, and it always smells kind of sour and bad.”22 
The first urban shelter experienced by many, the novel suggests, is a dark, stinking, 
barely sheltering place. 
Abel is fortunate compared to others on relocation because he is immediately 
befriended by Benally who invites Abel to live with him. Though certainly better than the 
Indian Center, Benally’s home is not a significant improvement even though he is 
considered a “successful relocatee” with a steady job and a belief in the program. In the 
midst of this story, and in spite of his positive countenance, readers get a picture of the 
dark, cramped, loud, and cold living conditions in which he and Abel live. He tells us 
“it’s a good place to live,”23 and yet it is a one-room space resembling the Thomas’ 
kitchenette in Wright’s novel. There is no light in the foyer since “it blew out a long time 
ago.”24 Like Yezierska’s tenements, the stairs are dark and he has to feel his way up to his 
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apartment. Because the apartment is cramped, Benally tells us he must often have the 
door and window open: “It’s the only window in here, you know, and it gets pretty stale if 
you don’t keep it open. You have to open the door, too, so there’s a draft.”25 This is a 
problem for Benally when it rains because the floor leaks and drips water onto the 
downstairs neighbor’s bed. In addition, heat is not reliable. Benally turns on the radiator 
to dry a wet shirt saying, “I was afraid the furnace wasn’t on.” But he gets lucky and, at 
that particular moment, the furnace starts knocking. He tells us “there was a little heat 
coming out,”26 and then he muses about the noise: “It’s funny how those pipes make all 
that noise. You can hear them all over the building, especially when there’s nobody 
around.”27 Readers get a sense, here, of the sub-standard living conditions experienced by 
relocatees in LA. 
The mention of cold is important. Three times Benally tells us that his apartment 
is cold when it rains. “It was pretty cold in here when I came in,”28 he tells when we are 
first invited into his apartment. After recalling stories of Abel’s experience relocating, his 
consciousness returns to the room and he tells us twice more how cold it can get: “I wish 
we had remembered to close that window. Rain. I wish it would stop raining. This place 
is always cold and kind of empty when it rains. We were going to tear out some pictures 
of horses and cars and boats and put them up on the walls….It gets cold in here when it 
rains.”29 What is notable about these passages is that they are the few moments in which 
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Benally’s positivity about living in LA wavers, and they uncover a frustration about 
trying to keep warm.  
This is important because the first thing Benally recounts is that Abel left that day, 
it was raining, and Benally gave Abel his coat. “You know, I hated to give it up; it was the 
only one I had. It was a good coat, gray gabardine, but it was old and it hadn’t been 
cleaned in a long time. I don’t remember where I got it. I got it secondhand, and there 
was a big hole in the right pocket. You don’t really need a coat like that around here, 
except when it rains.”30 But Benally’s narrative is full of mentions of the cold. It seems as 
though he cannot get warm. After saying goodbye to Abel, he steps into a bar frequented 
by other Indians in the city and the first thing he says is, “it was warm in there. It’s a 
pretty good place.”31 He tells us it was crowded on account of the rain, so readers wonder 
how many relocatees are just as cold.  
Another important and evocative aspect of the home situation is that of 
sustenance. As in Native Son, one cannot discuss matters of home and poor living 
conditions without discussing food. Here it is subtle but important. Early in his narrative 
Benally tells us as an aside, that Milly “brought some groceries up here yesterday; she’s 
always doing that, and it comes out of her own pocket too.”32 By this we understand that 
Abel and Benally, though employed, did not have the money for satisfactory sustenance. 
The story Benally tells of Abel’s first day at work further explores this issue. Abel didn’t 
respond to the lunch bell because he didn’t have a lunch, so Benally did what he could to 
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help: “I had a sandwich, and I asked him if he wanted to split it with me, but he said he 
wasn’t hungry. I ate about half of it and acted like I didn’t want any more. I put the rest of 
it down on the plank between us and kept hoping he would change his mind and take it, 
but he didn’t. Finally I had to throw it away.”33 This heart-wrenching story of hunger, 
empathy, pride, and sensitivity is an important indication of the material conditions of 
relocates, even when these conditions are as understated as they are in this novel. In 
short, Benally’s narrative uncovers inadequacy in the primary expectations of home.  
What makes these hints about abject living conditions particularly important is the 
way in which they are juxtaposed to the memories of home on the reservation. An 
important moment in the novel is a short, italicized section told in the second person in 
Benally’s section. Benally has just finished telling us about the lunch incident and 
discussing how, though he and Abel came from different places (Benally is Navajo and 
Abel is Keres), they are “kind of alike” and he can identify with some of Abel’s 
experiences, particularly of herding sheep. From there the narrative launches into a 
memory of a young boy herding sheep with his grandfather—a time when “everything 
was all right.”34 It is a story of cold winter weather, but being comfortable and warm in 
the traditional dwelling or hogan, a small, conical, one-room hut made out of wood and 
earth with a door always facing east, and a hole at the apex to let out the smoke of the 
fire:  
Sometimes the flakes came in and melted on the floor around the fire, and you 
were glad there was a fire. You could hear the wind, and you were little and you 
could get way down under the blankets and see the firelight moving around on the 
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logs of the roof and the walls, and the floor was yellow and warm and you could 
put your hand in the dust and feel how warm it was. And you knew that your 
grandfather was there, looking out for you. You woke up sometimes, and he was 
there stirring the fire to keep it going, and you knew that everything was all 
right.35  
 
The emphasis, in this memory, on warmth and shelter from the snow is a direct 
contradiction to the alienating environment of an urban apartment that is neither warm 
nor sheltering from the rain.  
Another memory of home on the reservation emphasizes nutritional sustenance. 
In the case of Abel’s memories, food plays a prominent role. In the first section of the 
novel, “The Longhair,” the setting is 1945 on the reservation, just after Abel has returned 
home from fighting in WWII. Interspersed with his story in the present day are flashbacks 
to Abel’s youth on the reservation. Poignantly, most of the memories revolve around 
food, and that food is evocatively described. For example, the first memory described is 
of a five-year-old Abel who joins his family and the other farmers of their pueblo to 
participate in the spring planting. “His mother had come in the wagon with Francisco, 
and she had made oven bread and rabbit stew and coffee and round blue cornmeal cakes 
filled with jam, coarse and faintly sweet, like figs. They ate on the ground in groups, 
according to family and clan.”36 This is the first of such references where daily 
sustenance is described in great detail. 
Similarly, in the memory of the hogan and snow, there are two pages of careful 
description of eating mutton and drinking coffee in the presence of a caring grandfather:  
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He cut off a piece of mutton and put it down for you. You could smell the coffee 
and hear it boiling in the pot, even after he took it off the fire and poured it into 
the cups. You could see it, how black and hot it was, and there was a lot of smoke 
coming out of the cups. You had to let it set a while because the cups were made 
of enamelware and they could burn your hands. It was hard to wait, because you 
were cold and you knew how good it was going to taste. But the meat cooled right 
away and you could pick it up and it made your fingers warm. The fat was full of 
juice and smoke, and sometimes there was a little burned crust on it, hard black 
flakes that you could feel on your teeth, and the meat was tough and good to 
chew. And after a while you could pick up the cup and hold it in your hands. It 
was good just to hold it. You could see the dull shine of it, where the grease from 
your fingers was, and the black smoking coffee inside. And when you drank it, it 
was better than the meat. You could feel it all good and hot and strong inside of 
you, and the good hard grounds on your teeth and tongue.37 
 
The careful attention to the sensations involved in eating compose a striking moment of 
realist description of material circumstances. That “you knew how good it was going to 
taste,” the meat was “good to chew,” and the cup of coffee was “good just to hold” 
reinforces the statement that “everything was all right.”    
These realist depictions of shelter and sustenance are not in keeping with the 
modernist style of the rest of the novel’s prose. The narrative seems to slow down for 
these realist moments of sustenance, creating a vivid picture—almost a tableau—of a 
time when the functions of home sustained. The realism used here creates an important 
moment of contrast and emphasis so that these memories of the function of home contrast 
with the sparse realist depictions of Benally and Abel’s experience of home in the city.  
The material reality experienced by Benally and Abel in Los Angeles is an 
accurate depiction of what life was like for many relocatees in the 1950s. Between 1950 
and 1960, 90,000 Indians settled in cities across the country, but the highest numbers 
                                                          





congregated in Los Angeles which now holds the second largest concentration of 
American Indians in the nation, second only to the Navajo reservation.38 BIA officials 
first placed individuals and families in temporary housing in low-income areas of the 
city.39 They then worked to place relocatees into permanent homes within two weeks of 
arrival, but these homes were often little better. In his study about the urban experience of 
Indians in Los Angeles, Nicolas Rosenthal argues that Native Americans found 
themselves back in the same poverty they were trying to escape largely due to the BIA 
housing policies that "tended to settle individuals and families in overcrowded, 
dilapidated, and cheaply furnished homes."40 Fixico found that these policies stemmed 
from "shortages in adequate housing...and efforts to stretch funds" and resulted in the 
placement of "Indian families in slums and in downtrodden neighborhoods."41 A writer 
for Atlantic Monthly in March of 1956 described one family's substandard housing, when 
she met the parents and their five children "in the chairless kitchen-dining-living room of 
a small shanty on the outskirts of Los Angeles.”  
 The walls were unpainted, the floor a patchwork of linoleum. Through an 
archway, another room was visible where three beds crowded together. A two-
burner stove stood on a box, and on the only other piece of furniture in the 
room—a battered table—rested the remains of a dinner: some white, grease-
soaked bags which had contained hamburgers and fried potatoes prepared by the 
restaurant a few blocks away.42  
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In 1960, an investigator for the United States Civil Rights Commission found that the 
living conditions in an urban area in Montana were "deplorable" since about one hundred 
people used the same well that didn't even have a reliable hand pump.43  
These snapshots tell a story consistent throughout Indian communities in urban 
America. Despite the BIA's interest in separating Native Americans from their cultures 
and communities in the interest of assimilation, poor job prospects and low wages forced 
relocatees into low-income areas of the cities, and urban Indian ghettos soon developed.44 
In San Francisco, the Mission district became known as "Little Reservation." In the Twin 
Cities, Franklin Avenue was called "Reservation."45 In Los Angeles, Indians moved into 
the poor neighborhoods of Bell, Bell Gardens, and Huntington Park. According to Fixico, 
Bell Gardens was "considered to be a working-class area...consist[ing] of small 
bungalows ten to thirty years old, a few trailer courts, and one-story court-apartment 
complexes." Another low-rent district four miles west of the center of the city drew the 
original individuals and families on relocation, and the homes here were a "number of old 
two-and three-story wooden houses...made into apartment dwellings."46 The dilapidated 
and deteriorating nature of housing was widespread in "Indian ghettos" all across urban 
areas in the U.S. In addition, housing codes in Indian areas were not strictly enforced, so 
landlord neglect contributed to deteriorating conditions which "included mice, 
cockroaches, poor insulation, broken windows, outdated plumbing, insufficient heating, 
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dangerous electrical wiring, and other problems." Due to concern over eviction, few 
Native Americans complained, so poor living conditions became the norm. "Like the 
majority of minorities," Fixico concludes, "Indian Americans have become identified 
with poverty in the cities."47   
Living conditions were so abject during the height of relocation in the 1950s, that 
the BIA drew criticism from the general public. Editorials and articles in The Christian 
Century and Catholic World discussed conditions that "were little better than those of 
former Korean refugees" and blamed "the BIA's laxity."48 This was a shock to those who 
came to the city expecting a better life, and Rosenthal found that "Indians on relocation 
were dismayed to find their lives in the city marked by poverty since they came to urban 
areas to escape it."49 A 1967 estimate deemed 90 percent of housing inhabited by Native 
Americans in the country as substandard.50 And these problems persisted. A study in 
1970 by the Los Angeles County Health Department found that "Indian people 
experienced infectious respiratory diseases at rates five times higher than any other ethnic 
group, while also suffering disproportionately from strep throat, dysentery, and infant 
mortality. Life expectancy for Indians in Los Angeles was just forty-five years." A few 
years later, the executive director of the Urban Indian Development Association in Los 
Angeles cited "unemployment rates of approximately 25 percent, vast underemployment, 
low income, health care below the national standard, high birth rates, and some of the 
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worst housing in the city."51 Relocatees found themselves dwelling in dismal conditions, 
and these conditions persisted causing other deleterious effects that are still felt today.   
 
The Social Production of City Space and Empty Homes  
As I have argued above, one of the aspects of relocation that Momaday has 
emphasized is the abject living conditions. The novel goes further to expose the way 
these unjust spaces are produced, and it does so in several registers. The first register is 
the way in which the false promises of the relocation program uncover a pernicious 
motivation on the part of the federal government. For instance, Benally is an avid 
believer in the promise of relocation. He is an enthusiastic relocatee, trying to embrace 
the city and the American narrative of progress, and he expresses positivity about his 
urban situation despite the substandard conditions. I argue that Benally’s characterization 
exposes the unjust production of space by highlighting the false promises he believes in 
but from which he never benefits. 
Benally admires this new world, telling us that “everything is clean and bright and 
new looking,”52 and he expresses a desire for what the white world has to offer: “You can 
see how good it is. It’s better than anything you’ve ever had; it’s money and clothes and 
having plans and going someplace fast.”53 Later in his monologue he denigrates the 
reservation while praising Los Angeles: “It’s a good place to live. There’s always a lot 
going on, a lot of things to do and see once you find your way around. Once you find 
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your way around and get used to everything, you wonder how you ever got along out 
there where you came from. There’s nothing there, you know, just the land, and the land 
is empty and dead.”54 Importantly, he is attracted to this life of consumption and 
materialism though he isn’t of it. He describes how the people he sees downtown are 
“having a good time. You see how it is with them, how they get along and have money 
and nice things, radios and cars and clothes and big houses. And you want those things; 
you’d be crazy not to want them.” It is clear that he believes in the American promise 
pronounced by relocation officials when he says, “And you can have them, too; they’re 
so easy to have. You go down to those stores, and they’re full of bring new things and 
you can buy just about anything you want.”55 These statements display his admiration of 
this new, urban, consumerist world, but the emphasis on the ease by which one can have 
these things is purposefully ironic. We know from Benally’s life, that despite having a 
stable job and believing wholeheartedly in the promises of relocation, he does not have 
the money and nice things he praises, and he is not entirely satisfied with his current 
living situation.  
We have seen from his descriptions of his apartment, that the space Benally calls 
home is less than desirable—certainly not one of the “big houses” he admires—but the 
ever-optimistic relocatee says, “It’s a good place; you could fix it up real nice,” and then 
he goes further to say he could certainly have a better place: “There are a lot of good 
places around here. I could find some place with a private bathroom if I wanted to, easy. 
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A man with a good job can do just about anything he wants.”56 These two “coulds”—you 
could fix it up and you could find a place with a private bathroom—leave the reader 
wondering why he hasn’t yet. Benally’s positive statements are very often contradicted by 
the truth of what he says. In the case of the apartment, “this is a good place” is 
unbelievable because as he lets on, it is also a place that needs to be fixed up, that is cold 
when it rains, and so on. In the case of the coat, “it was a good coat” is contradicted by 
the facts that it is old, needs to be cleaned, and has a big hole. But we have seen how 
subject to the elements Benally is at all times, whether in his apartment or without, and 
there is no guarantee that the radiator will actually turn on. Through these moments, we 
get a clear sense that even Benally isn’t experiencing the promises of a better life in the 
city.  
In addition to Benally’s own hints about his less-than-ideal living conditions and 
his narrative that both bring to light the way he is precluded from the world he desires, 
his perspective is critiqued by the novel’s trickster figure, Tosamah. After Benally extols 
the city, he continues to laud “the Relocation people” and how “they pay your way; they 
get you a job and a place to stay….You don’t have to worry about a thing.”57 But, 
importantly, this prompts Benally to remember Tosamah who had repeated Benally’s 
praise of the relocation program: “No, sirree, Benally, you don’t have to worry about a 
thing.” But this is not agreement, and Benally certainly doesn’t take it that way. He tells 
us how Tosamah is “always going on about Relocation and Welfare and Termination and 
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all” but “you have to know how to take it, too. He likes to get under your skin; he’ll make 
a fool of you if you let him.”58 Tosamah embodies some characteristics of the trickster, 
whose buffoonery and criticism serves to make fun in order reveal hard truths.59 Andrew 
Wiget describes the Native American trickster as “a fool fit to discombobulate the self-
important servants of status and the status quo….he is an animate principle of disruption, 
about to precipitate chaos and humor through sacrilege, self-indulgence, and scatology.”60 
What is important here is the trickster’s “effectiveness…in disclosing the potential for 
abuse inherent in social structures of any kind” which “makes him a useful medium for 
attacking the institutions of invading peoples.”61 Tosamah disrupts the status quo with his 
sarcastic praise of the relocation program and thereby discloses its abusive nature. This 
passage, then, further emphasizes how Benally is blinded by the promises of relocation, 
which serves to critique the program’s false promises. 
This critique is important because one of the pernicious things about the program 
was the way it was advertised to Native Americans. Fixico discusses the misleading BIA 
publicity that showed Native Americans a life they, in reality, rarely achieved: “BIA 
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publicity portrayed relocation as a ‘New Deal’ for American Indians, one that offered 
them a chance to improve their economic status. Bureau officials insistently urged 
Indians to relocate, although ostensibly on a voluntary basis.” They did this with 
brochures, pamphlets, and films disseminated throughout reservations that specifically 
highlighted idealized material abodes. “Photos of a white frame house with shutters in 
suburban America enticed women, suggesting that their families could have similar 
homes.”62 And photos of white-collar executives suggested the means by which these 
homes could be secured. But these promises were almost never kept.  
The BIA further sought to encourage relocates by capturing the testimony of 
“successful relocates” and telling these stories in pamphlets, letters, and TV ads aimed at 
reservation viewership.63 Ernie Peters, who moved to LA from the Lower Sioux 
Reservation, described his disappointment: “Boy, I was expecting to come out here and 
live like a king, I mean the way [the BIA] talked about [relocation back on the 
reservation].”64 Another disillusioned relocatee recounted the way he was drawn in: “You 
look around you and realize that on the reservation, you have nothing going for you at all. 
The BIA tells you life will be better in the cities and that they'll train you and get you a 
job. Since nothing could be worse than the life they force on the Indian at the reservation, 
you take it. But then you get to LA and all the training that is supposed to be waiting for 
you doesn't materialize.”65 Rosenthal, too, identifies a discrepancy between what the 
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program advertised and what it actually provided. “One of the greatest obstacles for 
relocation participants was the discrepancy between the BIA’s promises of economic 
opportunity and the realities of America’s postwar economy” in which minorities were 
the last hired and first laid off, and racial discrimination was a firm barrier to entry in 
unions and many jobs. “Many program participants were not able to realize the middle-
class life promoted by relocation officials and instead found the city difficult and 
alienating.”66 As a result, the living conditions promised were not material realities and 
very few relocatees lived in 
“beautiful houses” as advertised 
by the pamphlet to the right. 
One of the factors 
contributing to the poor living 
conditions in the cities and a 
failure of the relocation program 
to live up to its promises was 
housing discrimination. Native 
American migrants to urban 
centers in the US had been facing 
housing discrimination long 
before the relocation program 
began. In Night Flying Woman, 
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Ojibway Ignatia Broker writes about moving to the Twin Cities in 1941 in search of 
defense work. Native Americans found work because the need was great, but they faced 
discrimination in "restaurants, night clubs, retail and department stores, in service 
organizations, public offices, and worst of all, in housing." Importantly, in describing her 
move to the city, her experience of housing discrimination dominates her narrative:  
 I can remember hearing, "This room has been rented already, but I got a 
basement that has a room. I'll show you." I looked at the room. It had the usual 
rectangular window, and pipes ran overhead. The walls and floors were brown 
cement, but the man with a gift-giving tone in his voice said, "I'll put linoleum on 
the floor for you and you'll have a toilet all to yourself. You could wash at the 
laundry tubs.” 
 There was of course, nothing listed with the War Price and Rationing 
Board, but the man said it would cost seven dollars a week. I know that he would 
have made the illegal offer only to an Indian because he knew of the desperate 
housing conditions we, the first Americans, faced.  
 I remember living in a room with six others. It was a housekeeping room, 
nine by twelve feet in size, and meant for one person. It was listed with the price 
agency at five dollars a week, but the good landlady collected five dollars from 
each of us each week. However, she did put in a bunk bed and a rollaway which I 
suppose was all right because we were on different shifts and slept different times 
anyway. It was cramped and crowded but we had a mutual respect....Stew was our 
daily fare because we had only a hot plate and one large kettle.67 
 
In light of this discrimination, it should come as no surprise that during this time, buying 
a house was even more difficult as many deeds had legal restrictions against selling to 
American Indians who were also the victims of KKK activity aimed at homeowners.68 
Native American veterans on the VA bill also met with difficulty in obtaining financing 
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for buying homes. The then commissioner of Indian affairs, William Brophy, had to seek 
help for veterans to whom banks and lending agencies were "reluctant to lend money."69  
Discrimination continued and Broker tells of its continued effect during the era of 
relocation: "To be close to [her husband's] job and because of the bias in housing, we 
moved to the capitol side of the river....It was a poor area. Many of the houses had 
outdoor toilets; many were but tar-paper shacks. Surprising, but it was so in this very 
large city. It was here our two children were born and I, like a lot of other Indian women, 
went out and did day work--cleaning and scrubbing the homes of middle-income 
people."70 Even into the late 60s, this discrimination was prevalent. One urban Indian 
gave testimony at a hearing about the living conditions in Minneapolis, saying that urban 
ghettos are often the only option:  
I don't like the word ghetto. For one reason, that is the only place they are allowed 
 to move to. Sometimes if you go to look for a place to rent, you go to the house 
 and they see you are Indian, they will tell you that the house has already been 
 rented. But if you have a white couple who are friends of yours and can go back 
 to the same house, the house is available.71  
 
Indeed, Indian ghettos developed and were perpetuated due to landlord prejudice.72 
This trouble with housing was coupled with difficulty finding and keeping good 
work. Unemployment was a significant problem for relocatees due to the prejudice of the 
workforce, a post-war scaling back of industry, and industrial flight to the suburbs. 
Native Americans were the last hired and first fired and experienced an unemployment 
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rate of 10-15 percent higher than even black workers during the two decades after the 
war. Progress was difficult for relocatees and racial bias made the promises of the 
program even more untenable. A social services director captured this situation saying 
that "everybody who comes to the city has a dream—a dream of making it, a dream about 
improving their lives. But then prejudice slaps them right in the face and they're worse 
off."73  
Compounding the problem was the notion of what kind of work was "appropriate" 
for Indians. Rosenthal found that the policies of relocation "maintained practices that had 
long carved out distinct markets for the labor of ethnic men and denied them access to 
more highly skilled and professional occupations." The vocational training programs 
directed at relocatees were for placement in skilled and semi-skilled industrial jobs.74 
Furthermore, Indian boarding schools, which began working directly with the relocation 
in the 1950s, privileged vocational training over an academic education, the latter of 
which would have led more directly to those white-collar jobs highlighted in Relocation 
advertisements.  
These issues were exacerbated by deindustrialization after the war years. 
Competition was higher for jobs in industry and agriculture, and the already large 
unemployment rate rose as a result of Relocation. According to Fixico, "the large [and 
encouraged] migration of Indians into agricultural areas in search of employment 
influenced the increase."75 Rosenthal argues that the experience of relocatees "must be 
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understood in the context of deindustrialization," as "many American Indians had to 
persevere through strikes, layoffs, plant closings, and an ever-tightening labor market. All 
of this was exacerbated by institutional racism that favored white workers and took jobs 
in expanding economic sectors to areas outside the central city, where people of color had 
difficulty following them."76 In short, the context of racism, deindustrialization, and 
industrial flight made for an even steeper road to "success" for those relocating to the 
city. Given this context, the promises of the relocation policy were hollow—and I would 
argue they were knowingly hollow.  
Given the clear discrimination in both housing and the workforce, and 
deindustrialization dropping the very jobs Indians were being trained to perform, some 
questioned the motivations of the relocation program. Lawmakers defended questions 
about their motivations by arguing that they were trying to address the extreme poverty of 
the reservations. When the architect of the official relocation program, BIA 
Commissioner Dillon Myers, pushed for legislation in the early 1950s, he cited 
overcrowding and impoverished conditions on the reservations. Myers argued that life in 
the cities would raise Native Americans’ standard of living, and he stood by that 
conviction throughout his tenure at the BIA.77 His successor, Glenn Emmons, similarly 
argued that the purpose of the program was to assist Native Americans into a better life 
that could not be found on the reservation.78 Furthermore, in response to public outcry 
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about poor living conditions for Native Americans in urban areas, federal officials 
published press releases confirming this purpose:  
As some of you know—if you have been reading your magazines lately—that 
 word ‘relocation’ seems to upset certain people—apparently because it suggests 
 uprooting the Indians from their serene pastoral environment and plunging them 
 down in some kind of a nerve-wracking asphalt jungle. For at least a generation, 
 and probably longer, Indian families have been moving away from the 
 impoverished environment of reservations and seeking better opportunities.79 
  
 But it was also not a secret that the urgency with which officials worked to get 
Indians off the reservation was motivated by the goals of termination, namely, to end 
Indian services and wash the federal government’s hands of “the Indian Problem” once 
and for all.80 In fact, Myers was hired by President Truman—without the consultation of 
Native Americans or the current commissioner whom Myers would replace—in a 
strategic move due to Myers’ reputation as a forceful administrator for the War 
Relocation Authority as director of the Japanese Internment. Truman tasked Myers with 
putting the Indian Bureau “out of business as quickly as possible.”81 That Myers’ work 
was to finally conclude federal expenditures on Native Americans became apparent in 
time. One Native American from California said that though feelings toward relocation 
were initially positive, “after about a year or two years, at the outside, we discovered that 
there was an ulterior motive behind the earlier relocation program. It was designed, in 
fact, to get all Indians off all reservations within X number of years. I think at that time, it 
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said twenty years.”82 In Custer Died for Your Sins, a manifesto first published a year after 
House Made of Dawn, Vine Deloria, Jr. describes the urgency: “Considerable pressure 
was put on reservation Indians to move into the cities. Reservation people were 
continually harassed by bureau officials until they agreed to enter the program. 
Sometimes the BIA relocation officer was so eager to get the Indians moved off the 
reservation that he would take the entire family into the city himself.” Deloria Jr. argues 
that relocation was “perhaps the most disastrous policy, outside of termination, ever 
undertaken by the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” and it served “as a means of getting Indians 
off the reservation and into the city slums where they could fade away.”83 
Beyond the interest in concluding federal Indian affairs, there was also the 
motivation to open up more Indian land for private interests in a long continuance of the 
motives behind BIA legislation ever since the bureau was moved from the U.S. War 
Office into the Department of the Interior in 1832.84 The legacy of land acquisition saw 
its apex in the Dawes Act of 1887, which divided communally owned reservation lands 
into individual allotments, giving sole ownership of each allotment to individual Indians 
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of federally recognized status and 
opening up Indian land that was in 
excess of allotment to interested whites. 
As the advertisement to the right 
shows, allotted Indian land was made 
available in service to the American 
dream of “get[ting] a home of your 
own.” When allotment policy ended in 
1930, two-thirds of Indian lands had 
been lost to whites.85 While allotment 
policy was harshly condemned by an 
extensive 1928 report by the Institute for 
Government Research,86 and a reversal of the effects was attempted by BIA 
Commissioner John Collier’s Indian Reorganization Act in the 1930s, post-war Congress 
reverted back to the impulses of Dawes-era Indian policy. As a result, after two decades 
of relocation and termination policy, only four percent of original reservation lands 
remained in trust status owned by Indians.87 Fixico concludes that “land has always been 
a common factor in federal-Indian relations. Since the early years of Indian-white 
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contact, government officials have been convinced that division of tribal lands was the 
key to liberating Native Americans from impoverished communal life-styles and making 
them a part of mainstream America.” Further still, termination policies “were motivated 
by the attempt to terminate costly government services to Indian people and to make 
lands available to interested whites.”88   
Two prominent voices criticizing the greed of termination policies during the 
1950s came from Collier and Oliver La Farge, president of the Association on American 
Indian Affairs. In 1954, Collier wrote an article in The Nation that cited the natural 
resources on Indian land as the true motivation for termination policies.89 La Farge 
voiced his concern in The Christian Century by citing oil and minerals as the interest in 
Paiute land.90 Others charged the greed for timber on Menominee and Klamath lands.91 
And still others condemned the reach into Indian land for additional material purposes: 
California Senator Clair Engle received a letter from a constituent saying: “I protest with 
real indignation the virtual seizure of Indian lands by our Government to be used by non-
Indians for grazing and development.”92 The president of the National Congress of 
American Indians told tribal delegates at their annual conference in 1958 that the policies 
of termination and relocation were facilitating a greedy buying up of Indian land as 
evident by the multitudes of real estate offices sprouting across Indian Country.93 Fixico 
                                                          
88 Fixico, Termination and Relocation, 186. 
89 John Collier, “Indian Takeaway Betrayal of Trust,” The Nation, October 2, 1954. 
90 “La Farge Charges U.S. Breaks Indian Trust,” The Christian Century, May 12, 1954. 
91 Fixico, Termination and Relocation, 117. 
92 Qtd. in Fixico, 131. 





confirms that greed seemed to motivate policy in many cases: “In Nevada, Senator Pat 
McCarran repeatedly attempted to pass legislation to fee-patent certain lands for squatters 
living on the Paiute Reservation. In another case, one former relocation worker estimated 
that the Fort Peck tribes lost approximately a quarter of a million acres in land sales to 
non-Indians in Montana.” And further still, “In the Klamath Basin, the lumber companies 
clearly became the actual beneficiaries of Klamath termination in 1961.” Because, as one 
relocation officer succinctly stated, “relocation was the instrument of termination,”94 the 
move to get Indians off the reservation was at least partly motivated by greed for land.  
A further indictment of the relocation program was that the purported purpose 
was not met. Not only did relocatees generally not find a “better life” in the city as 
advertised, life on the reservation did not improve though populations dwindled to sizes 
supposedly more sustainable for subsistence and farming lifestyles: “For those 
individuals who remained on the reservation, life was equally depressing….depleted land 
quality failed to support farming and grazing livestock.”95 Housing conditions were 
abject. “On reservations 63,000 families lived in dilapidated houses without plumbing. 
Statistics indicated that Indians suffered far more health problems than other Americans. 
Whereas the average life span for white Americans was seventy years, an Indian could 
expect to live only forty-four years.”96 Furthermore, a congressional report criticized the 
BIA for neglecting construction and maintenance of infrastructure on reservations across 
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the country.97 It seems that relocation, indeed, had little interest in bettering living 
conditions on reservations.  
In addition to serving as an excuse to withhold expenditures on reservations, 
relocation had other serious impacts on tribal spaces due to demographic changes. One 
Indian in Southern California called relocation an “extermination program” and said that 
Eisenhower believed “the Indians would be integrated by taking all the youngsters off the 
reservation, the old would die off, the young would be integrated, and the land would 
become free for public domain, and all the people could grab it.”98 There was also a 
challenge that the relocation program drew potential leaders away from the reservation. 
Fixico notes that “relocation perhaps resulted in less efficient leadership among 
reservation tribes during the 1950s. Unfortunately those tribal members possessing the 
best qualifications and who could probably have provided a more effective leadership 
were apt to relocate and rarely returned to the reservations to help their tribes.”99 Whether 
or not that was true of many reservations, the relocation program did use a stringent 
application to allow only the most “fit” Indians to use their services. In sum, by 
eschewing responsibility for the physical spaces and by encouraging the breakup of the 
family unit, relocation had a significant impact on home spaces on reservations. 
House Made of Dawn examines these changes and thereby extends the critique of 
the social production of space in the city to the way in which the 1950s reservation is also 
a space subject to the workings of power. The history above makes quite obvious some of 
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the ways in which reservations are spaces produced by unjust machinations of power, but 
what House Made of Dawn is concerned about, and what scholarship hasn’t really 
attended to, is the social production of the home spaces “back home.” In contrast to the 
communal life of food and shelter that Abel’s memories depict, the novel shows 
reservation homes in the era of relocation as—importantly—empty. Benally describes the 
impossibility of home on 1950s reservations, saying, “You think about getting out and 
going home. You want to think that you belong someplace, I guess….But the next day 
you know it’s no use; you know that if you went home there would be nothing there, just 
the empty land and a lot of old people, going noplace and dying off. And you’ve got to 
forget about that, too.”100 
Tosamah’s sermon in “The Priest of the Sun” shows reservation homes 
resounding with emptiness. Like the home spaces depicted in Abel’s memories, 
Tosamah’s memories of his grandmother’s house celebrate communal eating and living. 
He tells us that “once there was a lot of sound in the house, a lot of coming and going, 
feasting and talk.” He tells of how the women “were at home in the kitchen, and they 
prepared meals that were banquets” for guests who gathered “to remind and be reminded 
of who they were….There were a lot of good things to eat, a lot of laughter and 
surprise.”101 Now, however, “there is funeral silence in the rooms, the endless wake of 
some final word. The walls have closed in upon my grandmother’s house.”102 Her home 
now stands watch on the distant past:  
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Houses are like sentinels in the plain, old keepers of the weather watch. There, in 
a very little while, wood takes on the appearance of great age. All colors soon 
wear away in the wind and rain, and then the wood is burned gray and the grain 
appears and the nails turn red with rust. The windowpanes are black and opaque; 
you imagine there is nothing within, and indeed there are many ghosts, bones 
given up to the land. They stand here and there against the sky, and you approach 
them for a longer time than you expect. They belong in the distance; it is their 
domain.103 
 
This passage is important for the way it relegates the comforting, physically-sustaining, 
identity-building functions of home (they gathered “to remind and be reminded of who 
they were”) to the distant past. What is also important is that this passage is repeated 
verbatim in Momaday’s poetic memoir, The Way to Rainy Mountain, published a year 
after House Made of Dawn. So the repetition of the passage in another publication makes 
empty homes momentous in Momaday’s oeuvre.  
The first chapter of House Made of Dawn similarly depicts the present day 
impossibility of home. When Abel returns home after the war, the descriptions of the 
town, his childhood house, and desired food are all notable for their evocation of death 
and absence. In the first paragraph, readers are confronted with “ruins of…towns in the 
canyon.”104 Shortly thereafter, the narrator tells of the deaths of Abel’s mother and 
brother in his grandfather’s house, and of a town that seems uninhabited with “no sign of 
life,” whose streets are “empty and sterile,” and which “seemed to disappear into the 
earth.”105 Abel returns to his grandfather’s house, but “the old man was not there,” so he 
paces the rooms which “were small and bare.”106 In another description, the town “lies 
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out like a scattering of bones in the heart of the land, low in the valley, where the earth is 
a kiln and the soil is carried here and there in the wind and all harvests are a poor survival 
of the seed.”107 We are told of the ruins of ancient Pueblo abodes where “there are low, 
broken walls on the tabletops and smoke-blackened caves in the cliffs, where still there 
are metates and broken bowls and ancient ears of corn,” relicts of “a bad dream of 
invasion and change.”108 The setting, from the outset, evokes the death of sustaining 
housing—of home being an impossibility on the reservation.  
This is further evident through the perspective of Old Man Francisco, whose 
sorrow is palpable in a recognition of just how much has been lost. Francisco 
acknowledges his sorrow in the midst of the present-day feast of Santiago:  
He dried his eyes on his sleeve and whimpered one last time in his throat. He was 
grown too old, he thought. He could not understand what had happened. But even 
his sorrow was feeble now; it had withered, like his leg, over the years, and only 
once in a while, when something unusual happened to remind him of it, did it take 
on the edge and point of pain. So it was that as he made his way along toward the 
Middle and smelled food and fires of the feast, he wondered what his sorrow was 
and could not remember.109  
 
Francisco may not remember what his sorrow is, but the novel suggests that the changing 
home spaces of the reservation are a cause. There are two other moments of Francisco’s 
sorrow, both bringing him to tears, and they are both recollections of Abel’s 
homecomings after being drawn or compelled into the white world. The first 
homecoming is Abel’s return from serving in World War II, and it is described in the 
opening pages of the novel. This is an important occasion for Francisco, made evident by 
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his new shirt, his “good straw hat,” the survey of his wagon and mares “to be sure 
everything was in order,” and the “‘Abelito, Abelito,’ he repeated under his breath.” 
When Abel collapses drunk into his grandfather’s arms, the narrator says that “tears came 
to [Francisco’s] eyes and he knew only that he must laugh and turn away from the faces 
in the windows of the bus.”110 On the way home, Abel lay in the back of the wagon and 
Francisco “sat bent to the lines.”111 The sorrow illuminated here follows a homecoming 
from the white world.   
The second homecoming described elicits similar emotion. This one is a telling by 
Benally about a young boy returning from Indian boarding school: “Your grandfather was 
another year older and he cried; he cried because your mother and father were dead and 
he had raised you and you had gone away and you were coming home.”112 While this 
may be a moment of relief for the old man to have his last remaining descendant home, 
we already know that there will be another departure for the war, and yet another for 
relocation. So the sorrow that is explained in the novel is a sorrow about loneliness and 
absence, both caused by the draw of the white world, whether it was compelled (as was 
the case with many Indian boarding schools) or voluntary (though recruitment practices 
for both the army and relocation were persistent and, as I have shown, full of false 
promises). This is a significant statement about what the absence of the youth meant for 
the aging population on reservations, and it shows relocation to be a final policy after a 
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century of such policies that aimed to assimilate and terminate Indian cultures and 
communities.  
These moments in House Made of Dawn give voice to the way the reservation 
space was changing, particularly what was happening in the home and the sorrow by 
which it was greeted. Boarding schools drew many away from the reservation as did 
service in the wars. Relocation drew 155,000 from reservations so that the percentage of 
the total Indian population living in cities grew from 16 percent to 53 percent between 
1950 and 1980.113 House Made of Dawn is mourning this exodus and thereby joins a 
growing critique in the later years of the relocation program.  
 
Critiquing the Ideal 
This is where perhaps the most provocative criticism in House Made of Dawn 
comes into play. In addition to providing a critique of the factors that create abject living 
conditions in the cities and produce the impossibility of home on the reservation, the 
novel also critiques the prevailing discourses of assimilation and Americanization that 
affirmed a universal understanding of home in America. The novel, in fact, questions the 
American narrative of progress and uplift through a spatial register, not only because it is 
denied to certain ethnic and racial groups, but also because of its narrow-mindedness 
about what constitutes a good home. The novel denies the assumption that the domestic 
ideals put forth in American cultural discourses—and enacted through the Indian 
Relocation Act—are applicable to all populations within the United States. And in this 
                                                          





way, it serves as a powerful statement of resistance after over a century of assimiliationist 
practices by the dominant society.   
This history of U.S.-Indian relations—once the bureau moved out of the war 
department—is a history of assimilationist goals. In addition to being motivated by land 
and resource acquisition (and largely in service to these motivations), policies sought to 
assimilate or Americanize Native Americans. According to Rosenthal “federal Indian 
policy was guided by the idea that the nation would best be served if Native cultures were 
eradicated and replaced by American standards of ‘civilization.’”114 In support of the 
Dawes Act, the president of Amherst College, Merrill E. Gates, argued the necessity of 
assimilating Indians into the American cash economy:  
To bring him out of savagery into citizenship we must make the Indian more 
 intelligently selfish. We need to awaken in him wants.…Discontent with the 
 teepee and the starving rations of the Indian camp in winter is needed to get the 
 Indian out of the blanket and into trousers—and trousers with a pocket in them, 
 and with a pocket that aches to be filled with dollars.115  
 
In Speaking of Indians, Ella Deloria gives a brief history of what assimilation meant to 
the home spaces of her people, the Dakotas. She describes being confined to the 
reservation as a “radical change,” but “they made a brave, and, on the whole, a cheerful 
try at adapting to the new ways….Eventually, with pathetic optimism, the Dakotas started 
putting up their first loghouses, patterned after those of the white man. They moved in 
and set up housekeeping.” Despite the optimism, Deloria says they were ignorant to what 
housekeeping in this new way entailed, so government field matrons were employed to 
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teach how to keep house and to cook according to Euro-American standards. Deloria tells 
of going with her mother to visit a friend, the daughter of a famous chief: “We found her 
vigorously scrubbing her pine floor to a brilliant yellow and cleaning house generally. ‘I 
promised the tiwaheawanyaka [guardian-of-the-family] to do this every Floorwashing 
Day [Saturday], and I have never missed yet!’ she explained, rising from her knees to 
greet my mother.” Deloria concludes this memory with an exclamation of sarcasm 
embedded in the sincerity, “A salute right here to the government field-matrons, those 
guardians-of-the-family!”116  
Assimilationist goals also drove the development of Indian boarding schools 
which, Rosenthal argues, “sought to instill the principles of private property and manual 
labor, redefine gender roles, and suppress indigenous languages and religions.”117 
Boarding schools attempted to sever students’ ties with native communities and culture, 
long hair was cut, native languages were forbidden, and protestant virtues instilled.118 
Rosenthal argues that the “Progressive Era settlement houses, ‘100 percent  
Americanism’ campaigns, and the development of national education policy were all 
extensions of policies first tested on American Indians and designed to create a society 
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based on common values, beliefs, and practices.”119 He argues that relocation “had deep 
roots” in the history of these policies and goals.   
There were other public discourses that contributed the assimilationist goals of 
relocation policies. Susan Lobo argues that urban studies through the University of 
Chicago had a direct impact on policy. Robert Redfield’s theory about a rural-urban 
continuum, made available through his The Folk Cultures of the Yucatan, “was far 
reaching in shaping later rural and urban migration studies, as well as defining and 
emphasizing the concept of acculturation and assimilation in urban areas.” Further 
research themes coming out of the Chicago School influenced policy for Indians living in 
urban areas. Louis Wirth’s theories of the “social disorganization” and “cultural 
breakdown” endemic to cities and Oscar Lewis’s thesis about “the culture of poverty” 
also have influenced research and policy in that they support assimilationism because 
they present a failed indigenous culture. Lobo says the “creation of these urban research 
theories, methodologies, and approaches during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, dovetailed 
with and influenced the development and implementation of policy affecting Indian 
lands, resources, and economic and social options.” She argues that this influence is most 
evident in the termination and relocation policies of the 1950s. “These pre-1980s research 
approaches, and the models regarding urban life for Indians and non-Indians alike that 
they generated, reflected and validated long-standing stereotypes regarding the causes 
                                                          





and nature of poverty, migration into cities, and social organization of those living in 
cities.”120 These theories helped inform the Americanization approach. 
Indeed, the relocation program was yet another among the government’s efforts to 
assimilate the Indian. One aim was to sever relocatee’s ties to their former homes in order 
to break up kinship networks and other forms of cultural identity. Writing during World 
War II, Ella Deloria warned about the loneliness urban Indians would face without 
kinship networks, saying, “the vast majority will probably want to go home...they can't 
feel complete with just their little family. They have been used to thinking in terms of the 
larger family groups for many generations.”121 But even during the early stages of 
unofficial relocation when the government focused on the urbanization of Indian 
veterans, the then acting commissioner of Indian affairs, Barton Greenwood, advised 
moving veterans as far as possible from their reservations so they could not easily 
return.122 Distance, federal officials hoped, would more easily facilitate the 
Americanization process. According to Rosenthal, “relocation was based on the idea that 
a separation from extended kinship networks and Indian communities was necessary to 
facilitate the assimilation of Indian people” in the same way that boarding schools 
attempted to cut ties in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.123 “The federal 
government sought to de-Indianize Native Americans,” Fixico argues. “Relocating 
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Native Americans would help to achieve the goal of termination by removing them from 
the source of their cultural existence. Once Indians had given up their cultures for life in 
mainstream America, the government could abrogate special services to them.”124 
Officials believed that once enough Native Americans migrated and assimilated, there 
would be no need for reservations and the services they required. Rosenthal argues that 
“federal officials were trying to erase the notion of Indian Country altogether through 
relocation.”125 And so the program discouraged cultural activities and ties to home. In 
fact, a relocatee could be expelled from the program if he or she welcomed visits from 
family or went back home to the reservation for a visit.126  
In addition to limiting contact with one’s cultural background, relocation officials 
acted with a paternalism that sought to discipline Indians into embracing American 
values. “Officials attempted to condition Indians according to middle-class assumptions 
of proper social behavior and good citizenship through religious organizations, 
surveillance by local BIA employees, and disciplinary measures.”127 Officials used the 
stories of “successful” relocatees to draw more Indians into the program. These stories 
emphasized “middle-class American values—hard work, individual responsibility, and 
competitive spirit—as the keys to overcoming obstacles and turning one’s life around.”128 
In the city, officials would make unannounced “visits” to make sure relocatees kept up 
orderly homes, wore clean clothes, were going to church, and were speaking English. 
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Local BIA centers also enlisted the help of churches to aid in the home visitation program 
and efforts to lead Indians to the Christian faith. Those who were caught skipping church, 
speaking their native tongue at home, or slipping in the cleanliness of their home or 
person were subject to discipline or expulsion.129 
The emphasis placed on keeping up the home is of particular interest to this 
dissertation. In LA, the first stop for participants coming off the reservation was at the 
Los Angeles Field Relocation Office where an orientation included filmstrips about 
“personal appearance” and “keeping up your home.” Participants were given a 
“community adjustment” booklet that emphasized the importance of cleanliness and 
orderliness of the living space. It included a picture of a house with a caption reading, 
“your neighbors judge you by the appearance of your lawn and home.” One section gave 
“hints for housewives” that described how to keep the home clean and neat, how to “shop 
around for the best deals in the grocery store, make stews and purchase less expensive 
cuts of meat, pack nutritious lunches for children, and sew at home instead of buying new 
clothes.” Cleanliness was one of the highlighted topics in the conclusion titled “What it 
takes to succeed.”130  
A further way in which assimilation efforts shaped the nature of the home space 
in urban settings was the way it actively discriminated against anything but the nuclear, 
patriarchal family unit. Not only were extended family units broken up, but gender roles 
were dictated by a Euro-American heteronormative structure. “Federal officials allocated 
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women’s benefits in relation to prevailing notions about their secondary positions within 
the American family,” and viewed women as “domestic caretakers dependent upon male 
breadwinners.” Only the heads of households were eligible for relocation services, so 
Indian men were eligible for services regardless of their marriage status or the ethnicity 
of their spouse. Women, on the other hand, had to be either single or married to a Native 
American. Single women with children were generally rejected from the program, and 
pregnant single women were disqualified since both were “perceived as deviating from 
the kinds of nuclear patriarchal families federal officials sought to promote.”131 For 
female relocatees who did work outside the home, opportunities were limited because the 
program barred women from training in vocational programs and generally relegated 
them to work in domestic, service, and clerical industries. These policies were in keeping 
with the family values espoused in 1950s America.  
House Made of Dawn condemns these Americanization practices. One of the 
clearest critiques of the assimilation goals of relocation in the novel comes from 
Tosamah. As I have suggested above, Tosamah’s words cannot be taken at face value 
because he serves as a disciplining trickster for the characters in the novel. He comes into 
Benally’s apartment one night when Abel is away, and Benally tells us “I didn’t much 
want to talk to him, you know, because he’s always showing off and making fun of 
things. He was feeling pretty good, I guess, and he started right in the way he does.” 
Benally recognizes Tosamah’s scornful behavior, but he is so blinded by his attraction to 
mainstream culture, that he misses the irony of Tosamah’s words: “‘You take that poor 
                                                          





cat,’ he said. ‘They gave him every advantage. They gave him a pair of shoes and told 
him to go to school. They deloused him and gave him a lot of free haircuts and let him 
fight on their side. But was he grateful? Hell, no, man. He was too damn dumb to be 
civilized.”132 “Advantages,” here, rings with irony since the advantages Tosamah lists 
had all been costly to Native American identity and communities.  
Boarding schools separated families, denounced traditional life ways, and forced 
native children into a foreign ontology. The experience of these schools is now criticized 
as initiating periods of intergenerational trauma for their deleterious effect on students 
and their future families. Another “advantage” Tosamah lists, the cutting of hair, was one 
of the most criticized practices of the boarding school system, since long hair was an 
important cultural marker in many Native American societies. Another “advantage,” 
letting him fight in their war, exposes a paradox since this is the same army that had 
fought wars against Native Americans just a century before. In addition, Indian 
communities made large sacrifices in service during the two World Wars. Alison 
Bernstein argues that World War II had a more profound and lasting effect on the course 
of Indian affairs in this century than any other single event or period, including 
termination.”133 In WWI, over 12,000 Native Americans enlisted despite lacking 
citizenship status. By the close of WWII, almost 45,000 Native Americans—ten percent 
of the country’s Native American population—had served in the military. This is a higher 
percentage than any other ethnic group, and according to Vincent Schilling, this 
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represented one-third of all able-bodied Indian men from 18 to 50 years of age. In some 
tribes, the percentage of men in the military reached as high as 70 percent.”134 This 
extensive contribution to the war effort suggests that the matter is more nuanced than the 
U.S. graciously “let[ting] him fight on their side.” This comment, along with his other 
sardonic remarks about American goodwill, makes Tosamah a trickster-like mouthpiece 
for condemning assimilationist priorities.  
Another clear critique of the assimilationist agenda put forth by the novel is 
Abel’s frustration about the paternalism of relocation officials. Benally describes how 
Milly, the official assigned to Abel’s case, kept coming around with questions: “He 
didn’t like to talk about it much….at first she used to bring a lot of questionnaires and 
read them to us, a lot of silly questions about education and health and the kind of work 
we were doing and all, and she would write down a lot of that stuff. I didn’t care, but he 
got mad about it and said it wasn’t any of her business.”135 Milly caught on quickly, 
however, and stopped bringing the papers around. But other officials were not as 
sensitive, and Benally claims they were what drove Abel away:  
Everything went along all right for about two months, I guess. And it would have 
gone all right after that, too, if they had just let him alone….but they wouldn’t let 
him alone. The parole officer, and welfare, and the Relocation people kept 
coming around, you know, and they were always after him about something. They 
wanted to know how he was doing, had he been staying out of trouble and all. I 
guess that got on his nerves after a while….they were always warning him, you 
know? Telling him how he had to stay out of trouble, or else he was going to wind 
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up in prison again. I guess he had to think about that all the time, because they 
wouldn’t let him forget it.136  
 
These constant check-ins, “always after him,” to make sure Abel was staying out of 
trouble, give voice to the frustrating, unannounced visits of relocation officials I have 
discussed above.    
Benally gives us a clear explanation about how demoralizing this paternalism is: 
“You have to get used to everything, you know; it’s like starting out someplace where 
you’ve never been before, and you don’t know where you’re going or why or when you 
have to get there, and everybody’s looking at you, waiting for you, wondering why you 
don’t hurry up.” The urban life is a different world with a different language and a pace 
unlike what many relocatees had known. “And they can’t help you because you don’t 
know how to talk to them. They have a lot of words, and you know they mean something, 
but you don’t know what, and your own words are no good because they’re not the same; 
they’re different, and they’re the only words you’ve got. Everything is different, and you 
don’t know how to get used to it.” Benally is attracted to this world because “it’s better 
than anything you’ve ever had,” but it’s all going too fast for him to embrace. “You have 
to get used to it first, and it’s hard. You’ve got to be left alone. You’ve got to put a lot of 
things out of your mind, or you’re going to get all mixed up.”137 Benally wants to 
assimilate, he’s attracted to the consumer-capitalist world the urban represents, but even 
he feels suffocated by the paternalism of the program. 
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By challenging the projects of assimilation in the long history of Indian affairs 
and by criticizing the suffocating paternalism of the BIA, House Made of Dawn critiques 
the impulses and methods of assimilation in relocation policy. This critique matters 
because it gives voice to the ways in which assimilation was an unsuccessful and 
misguided effort. Scholars agree now that bureaucrats and relocation officers were so 
insensitive to the needs and backgrounds of Native Americans that their policies left 
relocatees in great difficulty trying to navigate a world of competition and materialism 
that was foreign to the worldview of most American Indian cultures. Fixico summarizes 
that “their perceptions of space, time, matter, energy, and causality differed vastly from 
that of the urban scene.”138 Ignorant of these differences, officials failed to understand the 
enormity of the social and economic transition. They also failed to understand the amount 
of discrimination that prevented full assimilation,139 and most importantly, they 
overlooked Indians’ resistance toward assimilation: “Bureaucrats were prone to believe 
that HCR 108 would serve as the official legislative blueprint for integrating Indian 
Americans, but they were blinded to the realism of the Indian's almost instinctive 
rejection of mainstream norms.”140 House Made of Dawn joins a growing critique of 
assimilation goals that actively sought to get Indians out of their traditional abodes, sever 
ties with communal living, and instill values of the American mainstream. 
In an interview with Rupert Costo in 1970, just after the novel was published, 
Momaday challenges the history and narrow-mindedness of assimilation: “We’ve always, 
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I think, thought of acculturation as a kind of one-way process in which the Indian ceases 
to be an Indian and becomes a white man. That’s been the objective, whether we want to 
admit it or not, in historical diplomacy. I think, for the first time, [people are realizing] 
that it is not a one-way process at all.”141 Momaday recognizes a growing awareness of 
the importance of what he calls “the traditional values in the Indian world,” and I argue 
that the novel was an important voice in that growing discourse—a discourse prominent 
now, but nascent 50 years ago. In this vein, House Made of Dawn enacts a critique of the 
values of a capitalist economy, specifically challenging the American dream and 
reclaiming the value of traditional home life. It critiques the cost of the individualistic 
home-of-one’s-own ideal because that mentality exacts a toll on the earth and because it 
contradicts the communal nature of home that was characteristic of most Native 
American communities. The novel asserts the value of a Native American way of 
knowing, a move very much in line with an urban grassroots activism growing in that era.  
House Made of Dawn celebrates homes in memories of the reservation: the 
material hogan is celebrated for its physical shelter, the small home in the village for its 
familial and communal bonds, and the metaphysical house made of dawn for its spiritual 
sustenance. Importantly, because Navajos and Puebloans had remained on their ancestral 
land and their dwellings did not undergo drastic changes as did the dwellings of other 
American Indians, the novel is reclaiming these material spaces as important both for 
their physical sheltering ability and for the familial and spiritual home they provide. 
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These celebrations of different iterations of home and the functions of home, and the way 
they are juxtaposed to the inadequate homes in urban areas, then, offer a critique of one 
of the most pervasive narratives of American culture.  
The ability of the physical home to shelter is clear in the juxtaposition between 
Benally’s cold and stuffy apartment in LA and the “primitive” hogan from his memory of 
sheep herding with his grandfather. Despite lacking most of the constructs of what 
mainstream culture would deem “a good home”—it doesn’t completely shelter from the 
elements as “sometimes the flakes came in and melted on the floor,” it has a dirt floor, 
and the heat was a source that needed tending all night142—it performs the sheltering 
functions of home very well. This abode is celebrated. Young Benally is warm, sheltered, 
and at peace, claiming value in the traditional dwellings that were so different from the 
white-picket-fence ideal espoused by the relocation program.143 
In this move, Momaday is not the first American Indian writer to challenge the 
denigration of “primitive” abodes. Zitkala-Sa’s American Indian Stories recounts with 
fondness the wigwams of her childhood and contrasts them with her mother’s eventual 
house, a log cabin with “naked logs…rudely carved” so that daylight streamed into the 
“dingy room through several places where the logs fitted unevenly.”144 Mourning Dove’s 
Cogewea: The Half Blood tells of an Indian woman who refuses to live in her daughter’s 
luxurious ranch home, preferring instead the comfort of her tipi, and remembering the 
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lodges of her youth: “It was good to live in a lodge with no roof to smother you; where 
you could breathe fresh all the time.”145 Ella Deloria tells of the inferior Western-style log 
cabins the Dakotas first put up. “The houses were small, one-room affairs, low and 
dark—and dank, because of the dirt floors. Compared with the well-constructed tipis with 
their manageable windflaps for ample ventilating, the cabins were hot and stuffy. Germs 
lurked everywhere, causing general sickness, and the death rate increased.”146 Even after 
House Made of Dawn the critique continues, as my epigraph suggests. Linda Hogan’s 
poem “The New Apartment, Minneapolis” equates the urban living space with prison: 
“The floorboards creak. / The moon is on the wrong side of the building,” the speaker 
says at the beginning, emphasizing the wrongness of this living abode. She goes on to say 
that relocation is “like putting the moon in prison/with no food,” and she concludes by 
imaginatively leaving the city and its living structures behind to a place “where there are 
no apartments, / just drumming and singing,” where “no one remembers the city / or has 
ever lost the will to go on.”147 This is just one of the many more recent literary artifacts 
critiquing the insufficient shelter of the urban apartment, and remembering the 
sufficiency of traditional abodes. House Made of Dawn is positioned within the history of 
this critique now over a century old—a critique that challenges the euro-American 
standard of housing as ideal for all situations and individuals. Certainly the traditional 
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abodes—the sheep herding hogan and the family’s ancestral adobe house—provide 
shelter more sufficient than Benally’s urban abode.   
In addition to celebrating the material functions of traditional abodes, House 
Made of Dawn emphasizes the importance of how these spaces are filled, particularly the 
importance of intergenerational living for the passing on of culture and history. On Abel’s 
third homecoming, this one from Los Angeles, Francisco cannot greet him as he had 
before because he is on his deathbed. Abel sits by his grandfather’s bed attending to the 
dying man having “been there a part of every day since his return….He had been there 
six days at dawn, listening to his grandfather’s voice.”148 This short section contains 
extensive description of the physical house and of Abel’s act of dwelling in order to 
emphasize the important communal nature of home life. What is crucially important in 
this section is the way Abel tends to the hearth. For the first time, Abel dwells with 
intention, and I argue that this is one of the most important moments of the book. Until 
now, Abel has inhabited home spaces; here he chooses to dwell.149  
The narrator tells us that “he had gone out on the first and second days and got 
drunk. He wanted to go out on the third, but he had no money and it was bitter cold and 
he was sick and in pain,” so in resignation, he “sat in the dark of his grandfather’s 
house.”150 While listening to the incoherent ramble of his grandfather’s voice, he registers 
his own despair and “he could not think of what to do.”151 But in that moment, the walls 
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of the space seem to speak to him: “The room enclosed him, as it always had, as if the 
small dark interior, in which this voice and other voices rose and remained forever at the 
walls, were all of infinity that he had ever known. It was the room in which he was born, 
in which his mother and his brother died. Just then, and for moments and hours and days, 
he had no memory of being outside of it.”152 It is as if the walls of this adobe house reach 
out to him with the knowledge and experience of family. This is a turning point. The next 
long paragraph describes Abel getting up despite the pain in his body to tend to the fire: 
“He knelt down to place wood on the fire. He waited until the wood caught fire and he 
could see the slender pointed flames curling around the wood, and the wood began to 
crackle and the bright embers flew against the black earthen corner of the box and out 
upon the hearth.” This is a careful, intentional effort to tend to the hearth, and the images 
that follow are of warmth and light: “the farther walls began faintly to glow and vibrate 
with ripples of yellow light” and the “fire began to hum and roar and a thin steam grew 
up on the cold black windows.”153 
The warmth of this fire immediately precedes Francisco’s voice growing up at the 
dawn and recounting stories about teaching his grandsons the importance of the house 
made of dawn and about running with the ceremonial runners, all of which Abel needs to 
hear in order to embrace and enact his cultural heritage. The first story Abel hears after 
tending to the hearth is Francisco’s memory of bringing his grandsons to experience the 
house made of dawn. After explaining all the things “they must know” he recounts how 
                                                          
152 Momaday, 171. 





important this passing is: “These things he told to his grandsons carefully, slowly and at 
length, because they were old and true, and they could be lost forever as easily as one 
generation is lost to the next.”154 This emphasizes just how important it is that Abel is in 
his grandfather’s house, tending the hearth, and hearing these final stories. Had Abel 
remained in the city permanently, the novel suggests, this cultural continuance would not 
be possible. After hearing the stories as they arose at dawn, and after performing 
traditional burial rites, Abel follows the story of his grandfather, particularly of his 
grandfather running “beyond his pain,” and he joins the runners after evil in an important 
healing ceremony. This keeping alive of cultural stories and histories is something the 
assimilation policies tried to sever, so Abel’s return, though not triumphant initially, gains 
power when he makes a choice to tend to the hearth and dwell with intention.  
Of perhaps even greater importance in the novel’s celebration of traditional 
housing is the emphasis it places on the house made of dawn ceremony. The novel is 
bookended with this house, beginning: “Dypaloh. There was a house made of dawn. It 
was made of pollen and of rain, and the land was very old and everlasting. There were 
many colors on the hills, and the plain was bright with different-colored clays and sands. 
Red and blue and spotted horses grazed in the plain, and there was a dark wilderness on 
the mountains and beyond. The land was still and strong. It was beautiful all around.”155 
This “house” depicts the beauty and strength of the natural world, which is reiterated at 
the end of the novel: “House made of pollen, house made of dawn. Qtsedaba.”156 This 
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house made of dawn is described in the first clear story Franscisco tells on his death bed. 
He recalls bringing his grandsons “out at first light to the old campo Santo, south and 
west of the Middle,” were they watched the sun rise from the black mesa, “and he told 
them there was the house of the sun. They must learn the whole contour of the black 
mesa. They must know it as they knew the shape of their hands, always and by heart.”157 
They must know it so that they would know its journey in order to “live according to the 
sun appearing, for only then could they reckon where they were, where all things were, in 
time”:  
There, at the rounder knoll, it was time to plant corn; and there, where the highest 
plane fell away, that was the day of the rooster race, six days ahead of the black 
bull running and the little horse dancing, seven ahead of the Pecos immigration…. 
and there, the secret dances, every four days of fasting in the kiva, the moon good 
for hoeing and the time for harvest, the rabbit and witch hunts, all the proper days 
of the clans and societies; and just there at the saddle, where the sky was lower 
and brighter than elsewhere on the high black land, the clearing of the ditches in 
advance of the spring rains and the long race of the black men at dawn.158  
 
This house represents intimate knowledge about the proper time and importance of 
ceremony, community, and man’s symbiotic relationship with the land and the seasons. 
This is in contrast to the way Benally describes downtown LA as closed off to the natural 
world. He says, “it’s dark down there all the time, even at noon, and the lights are always 
on.”159 So while the house made of dawn is a symbolic house, it is a mode of dwelling 
that the novel celebrates and contrasts with the artificial horizons of urban life.  
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This mode of dwelling resembles what Momaday calls a “land ethic.” In Man 
Made of Words, Momaday writes that when living at Jemez Pueblo during the 1940s and 
1950s—when relocation was in full-force—he found the Pueblo Indians to be “perhaps 
more obviously invested in the land than are other people.” He tells of the cacique, the 
chief, who kept the calendar of the tribe by noting where the sun appeared on the horizon. 
“This image of him in my mind’s eye—the old man gazing each morning after the 
ranging sun—came to represent for me the epitome of that real harmony between man 
and the land that signifies the Indian world.”160  This image is in stark contrast, Momaday 
argues, to the view of the land in dominant society. “In our society as a whole we 
conceive of the land in terms of ownership and use. It is a lifeless medium of exchange; it 
has for most of us, I suspect, no more spirituality than has an automobile, say, or a 
refrigerator.” He goes on to say that “our laws confirm us in this view, for we can buy and 
sell the land, we can exclude each other from it, and in the context of ownership we can 
use it as we will. Ownership implies use, and use implies consumption.” But this concept 
of ownership, even use, he argues, is foreign to the Indian. While the Indian certainly 
uses the land, he or she traditionally has not viewed the land in terms of its use-value. 
Instead, “the Indian has assumed a deep ethical regard for the earth and sky, a reverence 
for the natural world that is antipodal to the strange tenet of modern civilization which 
seemingly has it that man must destroy his environment. It is this ancient ethic of the 
Native American that must shape our efforts to preserve the earth and the life upon and 
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within it.161” In another essay he argues that if Americans do not “live according to the 
principle of a land ethic…the alternative is that we shall not live.”162 House Made of 
Dawn critiques the housing ideal, particularly in its principle of ownership, as one of the 
contributing factors of environmental degradation, and the novel celebrates a view of the 




House Made of Dawn has much to say about dwelling. The title itself underscores 
the importance of housing as a central theme of the novel and the opening and closing 
lines that repeat the phrase, house made of dawn, anticipate and summarize, respectively, 
the moments of realism devoted to telling a story of housing. This central theme, first, 
explicates the problems with relocation—that due to discrimination and false promises, 
the city was not the promised land for American Indians. Second, it denounces 
Americanization efforts, showing just how misguided and detrimental these were and 
how costly the American dream is to minorities and to the environment. And finally, it 
celebrates the values of traditional Indian ways as they are centered on the life of the 
home.  
What is so important about this critique is how effective it was. Rosenthal argues 
that a grassroots movement grew up in the cities that worked to resist assimilation and 
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seek self-determination. The LA Indian Center was becoming a vocal critic, arguing that 
the Relocation program was dumping Indians in the city without adequate support and 
without an approach that would enable Indians to achieve their own goals.”163 The 
approach they sought would celebrate the values and cultures of Native Americans and 
utilize their traditional worldview and community networks to address the issues urban 
Indians faced.164 The critiques from these grassroots movements “resonated with 
policymakers, so that Indian people eventually came to participate in the planning and 
implementation of relocation policy,” Rosenthal says. He found that by the 70s, “the 
relocation program had become remarkably less a policy of ‘Americanization’ and 
considerably more one of ‘self-determination,’ or a policy that enabled Indian people to 
identify and serve the needs of their community as they saw fit.”165 After the 83rd 
Congress, “later Congresses exhibited a concerned, prepare-Indians approach,”166 and 
BIA agencies in the city started hiring Native Americans to do the work of orientation, 
home visits, and other areas that interfaced with relocatees. They also started 
subcontracting to Native American groups. In Los Angeles, for example, a group of 
urban-Indian business people known as the Urban Indian Development Association 
(UIDA), was contracted to take on all the orientation and housing responsibilities of new 
relocatees for the BIA. They found suitable housing and were active in terminating 
relationships with landlords who exploited Indian residents. All of these reforms came 
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about because Indians at the grassroots level were exposing the injustice of termination 
policies and urban conditions, and speaking out against the assimilation approach.  
House Made of Dawn simultaneously grew out of and gave voice to this rising 
tide of resistance—a rising tide that fomented the Red Power Movement of the late 
1960s. The novel was published the year before Deloria Jr.’s important Indian manifesto 
was published and the first significant event of the Red Power Movement took place. 
House Made of Dawn was a catalyst for the Native American Renaissance in literature 
and many argue that it singlehandedly initiated the renaissance. So the novel took its 
place alongside the important nationwide movements that first sought justice for Native 
Americans, effected policy, and challenged cultural assimilation.  
In addition to voicing a widely-read critique, the novel validates two things for the 
Native American community that the assimilationist program sought to eliminate: the 
establishment of a pan-Indian identity and a revitalization of the connection between 
urban and rural Indian communities that reclaims traditional American Indian migratory 
movement and broadens our understanding of Indian country. 
While relocation policy aimed to separate Indians from their homes and cultural 
identities, in many cases, the opposite occurred. Indians congregated in Indian ghettos 
and came together in numerous other ways. Indian churches, political concerns, 
fellowship with tribespeople, urban Indian centers, powwows, sports groups, and service-
oriented social organizations gathered Indian people together.167 “Urbanization fostered 
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pan-Indianism as a new ‘Indianness’ to which American Indians could belong and find 
security within a group membership,” says Fixico. “Since the relocation experience of the 
1950s and 1960s, and the development of a viable urban Indian population in the 1970s, a 
modern pan-Indianness has come about.”168 Broker highlights the social aspect of 
urbanization: “I think now that maybe it was a good thing, the migration of our people to 
the urban areas during the war years, because there, amongst the millions of people, we 
were brought to a brotherhood….And because we, all, were isolated in this dominant 
society, we became an island from which a revival of spirit began.”169   
House Made of Dawn depicts portions of this pan-Indian community in LA. 
Benally and Abel participate in the peyote ceremony at an Indian church, they meet up 
with other Indians for a poker night, and they regularly gather with other Native 
Americans on “the hill” to drink, dance, drum, and sing “some of those real old-time 
songs.”170 These are not uncomplicated gatherings, admittedly, and the novel shows how 
connection between Indians of different tribes was not a given when Benally notes how 
very different he and Abel are: “I guess if we all came from the same place it would be 
different; we could talk about it, you know, and we could understand.” And yet, he 
recognizes their similar experiences and ways in which they do identify with each other: 
“We were kind of alike, though, him and me.”171  
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Despite the complex nature of their relationship, it becomes essential for Abel’s 
healing—particularly for his “revival of spirit.” Benally shares with Abel some of “those 
old ways, the stories and the songs, Beautyway and Night Chant.” He says, “I sang some 
of those things, and I told him what they meant, what I thought they were about.”172 The 
night before Abel is to leave LA for Walatowa, he and Benally go up to the Hill and 
Benally tells him about “House made of dawn” and sings the song for Abel. At the end of 
the novel, Abel finds “his place” running with the ceremonial runners, but importantly, 
what carries him on when his body threatens to quit is Benally’s Navajo song, not a 
traditional Puebloan one: “He was running, and under his breath he began to sing. There 
was no sound, and he had no voice; he had only the words of a song. And he went 
running on the rise of the song. House made of pollen, house made of dawn. 
Qtsedaba.”173 It is, then, only through the pan-Indian relationship he forms in the city that 
Abel is able to run and find restoration. Kenneth Roemer calls this a “making-do 
ceremony,” which he finds “everywhere in Native American fiction,” and which serves as 
an important cultural statement of survivance. Roemer argues that Momaday is a master 
of these survivance ceremonies, and that they “emphasize…the need for pan-Indian, 
multicultural ceremonies in a multicultural world and the realization that ceremony has to 
evolve beyond any one specific ceremonial performance.”174 House Made of Dawn 
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suggests that Abel’s healing through ceremony was such a making-do ceremony, only 
possible because of a relationship formed out of necessity in the city.  
Terry Straus and Debra Valentino found a deep suspicion of pan-Indianism in 
Indian communities around the time House Made of Dawn was published. In a view 
“quite common in the 1970s, pan-Indianism was understood inevitably to displace tribal 
knowledge, identity, and connection for Native Americans in urban areas.”175 But the 
process took a different turn. Instead, the gathering of Indians, despite their tribal 
differences, lead to a reclamation of the value of commonalities. A celebration of 
Indianness then led to deeper interest in the tribe. “The path from anomie to community 
and from community to tribe is a common one in urban Indian communities….strong 
community involvement and related Indian identity may anticipate and serve as a 
foundation for a reinvented tribal identity.”176 I argue that House Made of Dawn validates 
pan-Indian relationships and identity at a time when it was suspect.  
This reinvented Indian identity had important implications for urban/reservation 
connections. Straus and Valentino show how finding identity in a pan-Indian experience 
often served to reinvigorate urban Indian interest in their tribal background. Now scholars 
recognize a vibrant link between urban and rural Indian communities and a mobility 
between the two that Americanization practices of relocation tried to sever. Lobo 
describes the nature of today’s urban Indian community in that “[it] is not situated in an 
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immutable, bounded territory as a reservation is, but rather exists within a fluidly defined 
region with niches of resources and boundaries that respond to needs and activities, 
perhaps reflecting a reality closer to that of Native homelands prior to the imposition of 
reservation borders.”177 This fluidity of boundaries contributes to the way the urban/rural 
connection is viewed. One characteristic of Indian communities nationwide, Lobo says, is 
that they are “linked in increasingly diverse ways to often geographically distant people 
and places in Indian homelands. The term Indian Country has come to include the urban 
communities. Family members visit from home, and visits to home are made to attend 
funerals, see relatives, or to take children there for the summer. Many people return home 
for personal and spiritual renewal.”178 Abel’s return represents a fluidity of boundaries 
that allowed for his spiritual renewal. In this way, House Made of Dawn validates the 
beginning of a pan-Indian identity as well as a connection between urban and rural Indian 
communities. Rosenthal argues that these processes reimagined and redefined Indian 
Country and enabled Indians assert a broadened claim to the geography of the nation.  
House Made of Dawn does just that by allowing Abel to go home, participate in 
an important cultural ceremony, and thereby find some healing. Most of the scholarship 
that deals with the novel’s conclusion reads Abel’s return to the reservation as an ultimate 
rejection of the white world and a return to traditional ways, but as I have argued above, 
the production of space on reservations meant that traditional home life became an 
impossibility, and therefore, an uncomplicated return for Abel is impossible. One cannot 
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ignore Franscisco’s sorrow, the echoing walls of Tosamah’s grandmother’s house, and 
Benally’s claim that you can’t go back because there’s nothing there. This is not a 
victorious reclamation of reservation spaces. This is an indefinite return to a space 
ravaged by assimilation-soaked policies. Additionally, this is not a simple rejection of the 
white world. Instead, the novel acknowledges irreversible cultural interpenetration 
emphasized in Abel’s invitation to Father Olguin to bury his grandfather in a Christian 
burial after he had performed traditional funeral rites. While not a simple homecoming, 









Abbott, Lee. “An Interview with N. Scott Momaday.” In Conversations with N. Scott 
Momaday, edited by Matthias Schubnell, 19–35. Literary Conversations Series. 
Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1997. 
 
Addams, Jane. Twenty Years at Hull-House, with Autobiographical Notes. New York: 
Macmillan, 2012. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc2.ark:/13960/t8w95hf3j. 
 
Adorno, Theodor, Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, Bertolt Brecht, and Georg Lukacs. 
Aesthetics and Politics. London New York, NY: Verso, 2007. 
 
Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space. Translated by Maria Jolas. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1994. 
 
Bailyn, Bernard, Robert Dallek, David Davis, David Donald, and John Thomas. The 
Great Republic: A History of the American People: 1820 to 1920. 4 edition. 
Lexington, Mass: Cengage Learning, 1992. 
 
Baker, Houston A., Jr. “Richard Wright and the Dynamics of Place in Afro-American 
Literature.” In New Essays on Native Son, edited by Keneth Kinnamon, 85–116. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
 
Baldwin, James. Notes of a Native Son. Boston: Beacon Press, 1957. 
 
Bauman, John F., Roger Biles, and Kristin M. Szylvian, eds. From Tenements to the 
Taylor Homes: In Search of an Urban Housing Policy in Twentieth-Century 
America. 1 edition. University Park, Pa: Penn State University Press, 2000. 
 
Beecher, Catharine Esther. A Treatise on Domestic Economy : For the Use of Young 
Ladies at Home and at School. New York : Harper & Bros., 1856. 
http://archive.org/details/treatiseondomest00beecrich. 
 
Beecher, Catharine Esther, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. The American Woman’s Home, 
Or, Principles of Domestic Science : Being a Guide to the Formation and 
Maintenance of Economical, Healthful, Beautiful, and Christian Homes. New 
York : J.B. Ford and Company ; Boston : H.A. Brown & Co., 1869. 
http://archive.org/details/americanwomansho00beecrich. 
 
Bernstein, Alison R. American Indians and World War II: Toward a New Era in Indian 






Besson, Francoise. “The Doll, the Zodiac, and the Deer of Lascaux: The Essence of the 
World in Scott Momaday’s Pictorial Language.” European Review of Native 
American Studies 13, no. 1 (1999): 35–46. 
 
Bevis, William W. “Native American Novels: Homing In.” In Defining Travel: Diverse 
Visions, edited by Susan L. Robertson, 244–57. Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2001. 
 
Briganti, Chiara, and Kathy Mezei, eds. The Domestic Space Reader. Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2012. 
 
Broker, Ignatia, and Paulette Fairbanks Molin. Night Flying Woman: An Ojibway 
Narrative. 1 edition. St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1983. 
 
Bushnell, Horace. Christian Nurture. New York: Scribner, 1861. 
 
Chandler, Marilyn R. Dwelling in the Text: Houses in American Fiction. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991. 
 
Collier, John. “Indian Takeaway Betrayal of Trust.” The Nation, October 2, 1954. 
 
Costo, Rupert. “Discussion: The Man Made of Words.” In Conversations with N. Scott 
Momaday, 3–18. Literary Conversations Series. Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1997. 
 
Crèvecoeur, J. Hector St John de. Letters from an American Farmer. Dover Publications, 
2005. 
 
Davis, Thadious M. “Becoming Richard Wright: Space and the WPA.” In Richard 
Wright: New Readings in the 21st Century, edited by Alice Mikal Craven and 
William E. Dow, 83–100. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. 
 
Day, Jared. Urban Castles. 2nd ed. edition. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999. 
 
Deloria, Ella, and Vine Deloria Jr. Speaking of Indians. Lincoln: Bison Books, 1998. 
 
Deloria, Jr Vine. Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto. Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1969. 
 
Denning, Michael. The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the 
Twentieth-Century. London: Verso, 1996. 
 
Dove, Mourning, and Dexter Fisher. Cogewea, The Half Blood: A Depiction of the Great 






Downing, Andrew Jackson. “On the Moral Influence of Good Houses.” Horticulturist 2 
(February 1848). 
 
———. The Architecture of Country Houses: Including Designs for Cottages, and 
Farmhouses, and Villas, with Remarks on Interiors, Furniture, and the Best 
Modes of Warming and Ventilating. New York: Dover Publications, 1969. 
 
Edmunds, Susan. “Between Revolution and Reform: Anzia Yezierska’s Labor Politics.” 
Modernism/modernity 18, no. 2 (2011): 405–23. 
 
Faherty, Duncan. Remodeling the Nation: The Architecture of American Identity, 1776-
1858. Durham: University of New Hapshire Press, 2009. 
 
Fairbanks, Robert B. “From Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and Fall 
of the First National Housing Movement.” In From Tenements to the Taylor 
Homes: In Search of an Urban Housing Policy in Twentieth-Century America, 
edited by John F. Bauman, Roger Biles, and Kristin M. Szylvian, 21–42. 
University Park, Pa: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000. 
 
———. “From Better Dwellings to Better Neighborhoods: The Rise and Fall of the Frist 
National Housing Movement.” In From Tenements to the Taylor Homes: In 
Search of an Urban Housing Policy in Twentieth-Century America, edited by 
John F. Bauman, Roger Biles, and Kristin M. Szylvian, 21–42. University Park, 
Pa: Penn State University Press, 2000. 
 
———. Making Better Citizens: Housing Reform and the Community Development 
Strategy in Cincinnati, 1890-1960. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988. 
 
Fixico, Donald L. Termination and Relocation: Federal Indian Policy, 1945-1960. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1990. 
 
———. The Urban Indian Experience in America. Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 2000. 
 
Frank, Ellen Eve. Literary Architecture: Essays Toward a Tradition. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1979. 
 
Fryer, Judith. Felicitous Space: The Imaginative Structures of Edith Wharton and Willa 
Cather. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986. 
 







Giles, James R. “Redemptive Landscape, Malevolent City: Scott Momaday’s House 
Made of Dawn.” In Violence in the Contemporary American Novel: An End to 
Innocence, 100–112. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2000. 
 
Gleeson, William A. Sites Unseen: Architecture, Race, and American Literature. New 
York: New York University Press, 2011. 
 
Hall, Peter. Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design 
in the Twentieth Century. 2nd Revised edition. London: Wiley-Blackwell, 1996. 
 
Hamon, Philippe. Expositions: Literature and Architecture in Nineteenth-Century 
France. Translated by Katia Sainson-Frank and Lisa Maguire. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992. 
 
Harvey, David. Social Justice and the City. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009. 
 
———. Spaces of Global Capitalism: Towards a Theory of Uneven Geographical 
Development. London: Verso, 2006. 
 
Hayden, Dolores. Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing, Work and 
Family Life. 2nd ed. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002. 
 
Hebble, Charles Roy, and Frank Parker Goodwin. The Citizens Book. Stewart & Kidd 
company, 1916. http://archive.org/details/citizensbook00goodgoog. 
 
Hefner, Brooks E. “‘Slipping Back into the Vernacular’: Anzia Yezierska’s Vernacular 
Modernism.” MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the U.S. 36, no. 3 (2011): 187–
211. https://doi.org/10.1353/mel.2011.0040. 
 
Heidegger, Martin. Poetry, Language, Thought. New York: Harper Perennial Modern 
Classics, 2013. 
 
Henriksen, Louise Levitas, and Jo Ann Boydston. Anzia Yezierska: A Writer’s Life. New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1988. 
 
Hirsch, Arnold R. Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998. 
 
Hogan, Linda. “The New Apartment, Minneapolis.” In Harper’s Anthology of 20th 
Century Native American Poetry, edited by Duane Niatum, 205–6. San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1988. 
 
Isernhagen, Hartwig. “N. Scott Momaday and the Use(s) of Modernism: Some Remarks 





Max Nanny, edited by Andreas Fischer, Martin Heusser, and Hermann, 313–28. 
Tubingen, Germany: Narr, 1997. 
 
Jackson, Deborah Davis. “‘This Hole in Our Heart’: The Urban-Raised Generation and 
the Legacy of Silence.” In American Indians and the Urban Experience, 189–206. 
Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2001. 
 
JanMohamed, Abdul R. The Death-Bound-Subject: Richard Wright’s Archaeology of 
Death. Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2005. 
 
Jefferson, Thomas. “Selection from Notes on the State of Virginia 1787.” In The 
American Intellectual Tradition, edited by David A. Hollinger and Charles 
Capper, Fifth., I  1630-1865:181–90. New York, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 
2006. 
 
Jung, Carl Gustav. Memories, Dreams, Reflections. Edited by Aniela Jaffe. Translated by 
Richard and Clara Winston. London: Collins, 1989. 
 
Jurca, Catherine. White Diaspora: The Suburb and the Twentieth-Century American 
Novel. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001. 
 
Kaplan, Amy. The Social Construction of American Realism. 1 edition. Chicago, Ill.: 
University Of Chicago Press, 1992. 
 
Kawash, Samira. “Haunted Houses, Sinking Ships: Race, Architecture, and Identity in 
Beloved and Middle Passage.” CR: The New Centennial Review 1, no. 3 (2001): 
67–86. 
 
Klimasmith, Betsy. At Home in the City: Urban Domesticity in American Literature and 
Culture, 1850-1930. Durham: University of New Hampshire Press, 2005. 
 
Knapp, Bettina L. Archetype, Architecture, and the Writer. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1986. 
 
Konzett, Delia Caparoso. Ethnic Modernisms: Anzia Yezierska, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Jean Rhys, and the Aesthetics of Dislocation. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002. 
 
“La Farge Charges U.S. Breaks Indian Trust.” The Christian Century, May 12, 1954. 
 
Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith. 






Leviatin, David. “Introduction: Framing the Poor: The Irresistibility of How the Other 
Half Lives.” In How the Other Half Lives, 2nd ed., 1–50. Boston, Mass: 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2010. 
 
Lewis, Charles F. “Some Economic Implications of Modern Housing.” The American 
Economic Review 27, no. 1 (1937): 188–95. 
 
Lobo, Susan, and Kurt Peters, eds. American Indians and the Urban Experience. Walnut 
Creek, CA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001. 
 
Lubove, Roy. The Progressives and the Slums: Tenement House Reform in New York 
City, 1890-1917. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1962. 
 
Massey, Doreen B. Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1994. 
 
Meriam, Lewis, ed. The Problem of Indian Administration. 1st edition. The Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1928. 
 
Miller, Carol. “Telling the Indian Urban: Representations in American Indian Fiction.” In 
American Indians and the Urban Experience, edited by Susan Lobo and Kurt 
Peters, 29–45. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2001. 
 
Momaday, N. Scott. House Made of Dawn. New York: Harper Perennial, 2010. 
 
———. The Man Made of Words: Essays, Stories, Passages. New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1997. 
 
Morgan, Stacy I. Rethinking Social Realism : African American Art and Literature, 1930-
1953. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2004. 
 
Moser, Janette Irene. “Balancing the World: Spatial Design in Contemporary Native 
American Novels.” Ph.D., The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1992. 
 
Owens, Louis. Other Destinies: Understanding the American Indian Novel. Norman, 
Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 1994. 
 
Park, Robert E., and Ernest W. Burgess. Introduction to the Science of Sociology. New 
York: Greenwood Press, 1969. 
 






Philp, Kenneth R. “Dillon S. Myer and the Advent of Termination: 1950-1953.” The 
Western Historical Quarterly 19, no. 1 (1988): 37–59. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/969792. 
 
Prince, Valerie Sweeney. Burnin’ Down the House: Home in African American 
Literature. New York: Columbia University Press, 2005. 
 
Radford, Gail. Modern Housing for America: Policy Struggles in the New Deal Era. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997. 
 
Rebein, Robert. Hicks, Tribes, & Dirty Realists: American Fiction after Postmodernism. 
[Lexington, Ky.]: Univ. Press of Kentucky, 2001. 
 
Rice, David. “Mediating Colonization: Urban Indians in the Native American Novel.” 
Dissertation, University of Connecticut, 2004. https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy.bu.edu/docview/305208113/. 
 
Riis, Jacob A. How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York. 
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1890. 
 
Roemer, Kenneth M. “Making Do: Momaday’s Survivance Ceremonies.” Studies in 
American Indian Literatures: The Journal of the Association for the Study of 
American Indian Literatures 24, no. 4 (Winter 2012): 77–98. 
 
Rosenthal, Nicolas G. Reimagining Indian Country: Native American Migration and 
Identity in Twentieth-Century Los Angeles. 1 edition. Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 2014. 
 
Schilling, Vincent. “Natives & the Military: 10 Facts You Might Not Know.” Indian 




Schreiber, Evelyn Jaffe. Race, Trauma, and Home in the Novels of Toni Morrison. Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010. 
 
Schubnell, Matthias, ed. Conversations with N. Scott Momaday. Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 1997. 
 
Schweninger, Lee. Imagic Moments : Indigenous North American Film. Athens, GA, 







Selinger, Bernard. “House Made of Dawn: A Positively Ambivalent Bildungsroman.” 
MFS Modern Fiction Studies 45, no. 1 (1999): 38–68. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/mfs.1999.0012. 
 
Short, James F. The Social Fabric of the Metropolis: Contributions of the Chicago 
School of Urban Sociology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971. 
 
Smith, Neil. Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space. 3rd ed. 
Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008. 
 
Smyth, Gerry, and Jo Croft, eds. Our House: The Representation of Domestic Space in 
Modern Culture. Nature, Culture and Literature 2. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006. 
 
Soja, Edward W. Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social 
Theory. London: Verso, 1989. 
 
Soto, Isabel. “‘White People to Either Side’:  Native Son and the Poetics of Space.” In 
Richard Wright: New Readings in the 21st Century, 71–82. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011. 
 
Straus, Terry, and Debra Valentino. “Retribalization in Urban Indian Communities.” In 
American Indians and the Urban Experience, edited by Susan Lobo and Kurt 
Peters, 85–94. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2001. 
 
Stubbs, Katherine. “Introduction.” In Arrogant Beggar, vii–xxxiv. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1996. 
 
———. “Review of Parlor Radical: Rebecca Harding Davis and the Origins of American 
Social Realism by Jean Pfaelzer.” American Literature 70, no. 1 (March 1, 1998): 
189–90. https://doi.org/10.2307/2902470. 
 
Susan, Lobo. “Is Urban a Person or a Place?” In American Indians and the Urban 
Experience, 73–84. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2001. 
 
Sweeting, Adam. Reading Houses and Building Books: Andrew Jackson Downing and 
the Architecture of Popular Antebellum Literature, 1835-1855. Hanover: 
University Press of New England, 1996. 
 
Teuton, Sean. “Homelands: Politics, Identity, and Place in the American Indian Novel.” 
Ph.D., Cornell University, 2002. 
 
Toy, Phyllis. “Racing Homeward: Myth and Ritual in House Made of Dawn.” Études 






Veiller, Lawrence. “The Housing Problem in American Cities.” Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science 26 (1905): 47–48. 
 
Vials, Chris. Realism for the Masses: Aesthetics, Popular Front Pluralism, and U.S. 
Culture, 1935-1947. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009. 
 
Watson, Jini Kim. “A Room in the City: Women, Interiority, and Post-Colonial Korean 
Fiction.” In The Domestic Space Reader, edited by Chiara Briganti and Kathy 
Mezei. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012. 
 
Wiget, Andrew. “His Life in His Tail: The Native American Trickster and the Literature 
of Possibility.” In Redefining American Literary History, edited by A. Lavonne 
Brown Ruoff and Jerry Washington Ward. New York: Modern Language 
Association of America, 1990. 
 
Wilentz, Gay. “Introduction.” In Salome of the Tenements, ix–xxvi. Urbana and Chicago, 
(Ill.): University of Illinois Press, 1995. 
 
Wilson, Michael. “Speaking of Home: The Idea of the Center in Some Contemporary 
American Indian Writing.” Wicazo Sa Review 12, no. 1 (1997): 129–147. 
 
Winthrop, John. “A Modell of Christian Charity.” In The American Intellectual 
Tradition, 5th ed., 1:6–15. New York, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2006. 
 
Woodard, Charles L. Ancestral Voice: Conversations with N. Scott Momaday. University 
of Nebraska Press, 1753. 
 
Wright, Gwendolyn. Building the Dream. Kindle. Pantheon, 2012. 
 
———. Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1983. 
 
Wright, Richard. American Hunger. Kindle edition. New York: Harper & Row, 1977. 
 
———. “Blueprint for Negro Writing.” In Richard Wright Reader, edited by Ellen 
Wright and Michel Fabre. New York: Da Capo Press, 1997. 
 
———. “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born.” In Native Son, vii–xxxiv. New York: Harper 
Perennial, 1940. 
 
———. “Introduction.” In Black Metropolis, 809. New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company, 1945. 
 






Wright, Richard, and Edwin Rosskam. 12 Million Black Voices. New York: Basic Books, 
2008. 
 
X, Malcolm, and Alex Haley. The Autobiography of Malcolm X. London: Penguin 
Books, 2001. 
 
Yezierska, Anzia. Arrogant Beggar. Durham: Duke University Press Books, 1996. 
 
———. Bread Givers: A Novel. 3rd ed. New York: Persea, 2003. 
 
———. How I Found America: Collected Stories of Anzia Yezierska. 2 edition. Persea, 
2003. 
 
———. Hungry Hearts. New York: Penguin Books, 1997. 
 
———. Red Ribbon on a White Horse. Rev. ed. New York: Persea Books, 1987. 
 
———. Salome of the Tenements. The Radical Novel Reconsidered. Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1995. 
 
Zitkala-S̈a, Cathy N Davidson, and Norris, Ada. American Indian Stories, Legends, and 
Other Writings. New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books, 2003. 
 
  
229 
 
 
 
CURRICULUM VITAE 
 
230 
 
 
 
